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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

ESEARCH AND DATA ON SCHOOL DISCIPLINE practices are clear:
millions of students are being removed from their classrooms each year, mostly in
middle and high schools, and overwhelmingly for minor misconduct.! When suspended,
these students are at a significantly higher risk of falling behind academically, dropping out of

school, and coming into contact with the juvenile justice system.? A disproportionately large
percentage of disciplined students are youth of color,? students with disabilities,* and youth who
identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender (LGBT).

There is no question that when students commit serious offenses or pose a threat to school
safety they may need to be removed from the campus or arrested. Such incidents, however,
are relatively rare, and school typically remains the safest place a young person can be during
the day.? In schools with high rates of suspension for minor offenses, however, students and
teachers often feel they are not safe or supported in their learning environment.

Trailblazing student and parent groups, advocacy organizations, researchers, professional
associations, and school districts have raised the visibility of exclusionary discipline practices
across the nation. In response, individual schools, districts, and state education systems have
implemented research-based approaches to address student misbehavior that hold youth
accountable, address victims’ needs, and effectively improve both student conduct and adult
responses. These approaches also help keep students engaged in classrooms and out of
courtrooms.

The federal government has also put a spotlight on these issues. As part of the Supportive
School Discipline Initiative, the U.S. Departments of Education and Justice issued joint guidance
in January 2014 to assist public elementary and secondary schools in meeting their obligations
under federal law to administer student discipline without discriminating on the basis of race,
color, or national origin.”

The School Discipline Consensus Report builds on this foundation and breaks new ground by
integrating some of the best thinking and innovative strategies from the fields of education,
health, law enforcement, and juvenile justice. Leaders in these diverse systems agree that local
and state governments must not only help schools reduce the number of students suspended,
expelled, and arrested, but must also provide conditions for learning wherein all

* That guidance was accompanied by three documents—Guiding Principles, the Directory of Federal School Climate and Discipline Resources, and the Compilation of
School Discipline Laws and Regulations—to help guide state- and locally controlled efforts to improve school climate and school discipline. See U.S. Department of
Education and U.S. Department of Justice School Discipline Guidance at ed.gov/policy/gen/guid/school-discipline/index.html .
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students feel safe, welcome, and supported. The central thesis of this comprehensive report

is that achieving these objectives requires the combination of a positive school climate, tiered
levels of behavioral interventions, and a partnership between education, police, and court
officials that is dedicated to preventing youth arrests or referrals to the juvenile justice system
for minor school-based offenses.

Three aspects of the report distinguish it from earlier work:

B /tis comprehensive. The comprehensiveness of this report is unprecedented. It
presents nearly two dozen policy statements to guide multidisciplinary approaches to
meet the needs of both youth and educators while addressing student misbehavior, and
60 recommendations that explain how to implement these policies. The ideas offered
throughout the report come from the field and demonstrate an appreciation of these
interconnected goals: improving school climate; identifying and meeting students’
behavioral health and related needs; tailoring school-police partnerships to mutual
goals; and minimizing students’ engagement with the juvenile justice system.

m /tis consensus-based. This report reflects a consensus forged by the many
professional groups with a stake in how school discipline policy is implemented.
More than 100 advisors representing school administrators, teachers, behavioral
health professionals, police, court leaders, probation officials, juvenile correctional
administrators, parents, and youth from across the country helped to develop the
recommendations and proposed collaborative processes. Approximately 600 additional
practitioners, researchers, policymakers, and agents of change were consulted over the
three-year project that culminated in this report.

B /tis practical. The report’s guidance is grounded in real-world approaches identified
through extensive outreach to practitioners and policymakers serving youth. It is based
on the latest research, takes into account the context in which policies and practices
are developed, and provides examples of how communities are putting into effect
proposed changes.
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| DISPARITIES IN DISCIPLINERATES |

Improving school discipline policy requires addressing the disparate impact that the current approach has on
particular student populations:

P Black, Hispanic, and American Indian students are suspended at much higher rates than their White
peers—sometimes at double the rate.’

» Twenty percent of secondary school students with disabilities were suspended in a single school year,
compared to fewer than ten percent of their peers without disabilities.®

P LGBT youth are up to three times more likely to experience harsh disciplinary treatment than their
heterosexual counterparts.®

Even as various jurisdictions celebrate declines in overall suspension rates, they have noted that the disparity
in some cases has widened and carried forward to expulsions and arrests.”°

Report recommendations do not include—or even collectively constitute—a “silver bullet” for addressing
issues of bias or disproportionate impact. Nor does this report propose a sweeping mandate to address

the complex underlying issues that drive disparities. At the same time, many recommendations come

back to addressing the issues of race and disproportionate impact on students of color and other groups.
Recognizing that students and parents alike will lack confidence in a school discipline system that is
perceived to be biased or unfair, school and district officials need to hold at their respective levels difficult
discussions about the disparate impact of school discipline on particular groups of students, to ensure that
recommendations are carried out equitably. Quality data collection and transparent reporting to help monitor
progress must support these efforts.

The policy statements and supporting recommendations in this report are organized into

four main chapters: Conditions for Learning, Targeted Behavioral Interventions, School-Police
Partnerships, and Courts and Juvenile Justice. Additional chapters on information-sharing and
data-collection issues follow.

Conditions for Learning
Overview of the Issue

The extent to which students are safe, connected, engaged, and supported in their classrooms
and schools—collectively known as the “conditions for learning”—is critical to their academic
and personal success. Schools that create welcoming and secure learning environments reduce
the likelihood that students will misbehave, and improve educators’ ability to manage student
behavior.
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Background

Everyone agrees that schools should provide an environment where students and staff

feel physically and emotionally safe, connected, fairly treated, and valued. Research has
demonstrated that academic achievement and positive behaviors increase when these
conditions for learning are in place." Unfortunately, promoting a positive school climate often
takes a back seat to educators’ and administrators’ efforts to address mandates to improve test
scores and graduation rates, even though strong conditions for learning have been shown to help
improve academic achievement. Where school leaders have not made school climate a priority,
disciplinary approaches often rely heavily on the removal of students from school.

It is important to distinguish between efforts to improve school climate for students and
educators that can come across as perfunctory—such as hanging student artwork on the walls,
announcing teacher appreciation days, or convening monthly student assemblies—and the
strategies that have been shown to improve attendance and student success, engagement, and
behavior. Although educators, administrators, and the school community universally value a
positive school climate, they do not always share an understanding of what it takes to achieve it.

Schools often lack the means to accurately assess their own climates, and to involve the school
community in developing a vision and corrective plan. School administrators and staff need
training and professional development opportunities, job-embedded supports, and feedback on
their performance to carry out these plans. District codes of conduct should also reinforce steps
to sustain a positive school climate, and be routinely assessed and revised to ensure progress.

Chapter Highlights and Questions Addressed

School leaders should work with staff, students, families, and other stakeholders
to accurately assess a school’s climate, develop a shared vision for what it should
be, and design a plan to address areas in need of improvement.

B What type of data should a school use to assess its existing climate and identify areas
for improvement?

B How do schools ensure that student, staff, and other stakeholders’ perspectives are fully
considered?

B How canit be determined whether specific groups of students are disengaged or
marginalized at school?

B How should the vision for improving conditions for learning be developed and
communicated among educators, parents, students, and other school community
members to make certain it is embraced?

B How canschool climate improvement efforts that refocus responses to student
misconduct from primarily reactive approaches to prevention be integrated with a
school’s other planning work, including academic achievement and safety plans?
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The school district code of conduct should promote positive adult and student
behaviors, and it should include a graduated system of responses to student
misconduct that holds youth responsible for their actions but makes clear that
removal from school is a last resort.

B What options should be available to consistently apply developmentally appropriate
consequences for student misconduct; redress the harm done; and provide the necessary
supports to change students’ problem behaviors and engage them in learning?

B How are students, their parents/guardians, and adults in the school engaged in
discussions about how to improve the school code of conduct, and what steps can be
taken to ensure they are invested in realizing the code’s goals?

Students removed from the classroom for disciplinary reasons should continue to
receive quality instruction.

B What on-campus options exist to respond to students’ misconduct by addressing
behavioral needs and permitting a cooling-off period?

B What measures can be taken to minimize any lost instructional time and help students
removed from class keep pace with their assignments?

School administrators and educators should have professional development
opportunities to gain the knowledge and skills needed to create positive
conditions for learning.

B How are effective classroom management approaches integrated into the school,
including how to de-escalate conflicts with students and use culturally appropriate
interventions?

B How do educator preparation programs address in both coursework and clinical
experiences classroom management skills and student-teacher relationship building?

How do induction programs for new teachers incorporate training on these issues?

B What measures should be included in teacher and principal evaluations to reflect the
expectation that they will help foster the conditions necessary for students to learn?

Targeted Behavioral Interventions
Overview of the Issue

Some students are repeatedly involved in their schools’ discipline systems, sometimes as a
result of unmet behavioral health, academic, or other needs. Behavioral interventions must
be available to target the needs of students for whom a positive school climate and the right
conditions for learning are not sufficient to keep them in class, to prevent their repeated
involvement in the school discipline system, and to help them achieve long-term success.
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Background

Millions of children have experienced a personal trauma (such as the loss of a parent) and/or
exposure to violence at home or in the community, either as victims or witnesses. In addition,
one in ten children has a mental illness severe enough to impair how he or she functions

in school.”? Schools must be sensitive to the needs of these youth and recognize that some
students with unmet behavioral health needs and youth with disabilities, particularly those
with emotional disturbances, are more likely to experience high suspension rates and lower
academic achievement.”

As local, state, and federal leaders have increasingly focused on helping more youth stay in
schools where they can succeed, a growing number of school districts are adopting “early-warning
systems” (EWSs) to identify secondary school students who are chronically absent, failing
particular courses, experiencing disciplinary actions, or engaging in risky behavior. Although the
use of these systems is still in the beginning stages in many jurisdictions, and is primarily meant
to improve graduation rates, the systems can be used to help identify youth in need of behavioral
interventions (whether related to mental health issues or other underlying causes).

Whether or not schools employ EWSs, school staff often struggle to meet the needs of students
they identify who would benefit from additional targeted supports and services. A school-
based team, which ideally includes a counselor or other behavioral health specialist, can help
determine the right set of responses when a student appears at high risk of involvement or
reengagement with the discipline or juvenile justice system.

Many districts have campuses with school-based teams, although the teams typically focus primarily
on academic progress and improving instruction. Schools also usually have teams or individuals who
are responsible for developing individualized education programs (IEPs) for students with disabilities
and complying with provisions in the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). Many schools,
however, lack student support teams to identify and provide interventions that can help students
achieve academic success and avoid disciplinary actions.

Establishing a student support team, or expanding the role of a preexisting team, to include
addressing school discipline issues does not ensure that team’s success. Support team members
must be provided with quality training and access to a broad array of services for students.
Because schools will often lack the internal capacity to meet students’ needs, support teams
should also be able to draw on a system-of-care through partnerships with various community-
based organizations that can help fill gaps in services.

Even with targeted interventions and services, there are some students who will have to be
removed from school for disciplinary reasons or who would benefit from being in a different
learning environment altogether. There is general agreement that there should be alternative
education pathways for all students who are not succeeding in traditional academic settings.
There is also recognition that in many places alternative programs lack the rigor, transparency,
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and quality of instruction and behavioral supports that are found in traditional schools to assist
these students and prepare them for college and career.

Responding effectively to students’ behavioral health and related needs to help them succeed

at school and minimize involvement with the discipline or juvenile justice system requires

a comprehensive approach. Ideally, schools would have a data system to match and guide
interventions for students; trained staff to help oversee these services or access to community-based
service providers; quality alternative education pathways; and the ability to track students’ progress.
In light of the limited capacity of most schools and communities, designing and implementing such a
system may require long-term planning for even the most advanced school districts.

Chapter Highlights and Questions Addressed

Districts, schools, and educators should use data-driven processes to identify
and support individual students who need targeted behavioral interventions,
and to guide decisions about how best to allocate limited staff and resources.

B How should schools—and school districts—employ EWSs to identify students who might
otherwise experience repeated involvement with the school discipline or juvenile justice
system?

B How can school and district leaders and state officials also use EWS data to prioritize
staff training, the allocation of resources for particular strategies, or the placement of
behavioral health support staff in particular classrooms and schools with high rates of
exclusionary disciplinary actions?

School leaders should understand the prevalence of students’ behavioral health
and related needs in each school and district, each school’s capacity to address
those needs, and the community resources available to supplement school
services.

B How candata from behavioral health surveys, student IEPs, and school discipline
systems be used to assess the type of services and supports needed to meet the
behavioral health needs of students in a particular school or school district?

B How can gaps in services be identified through a behavioral health assessment, and how
can schools and districts address those gaps to provide a comprehensive range of services?

Each school should have a student support team (or teams) to oversee services
for youth with behavioral health and related needs.

B How do student support teams work individually and in collaboration with other school-
based teams to help youth with behavioral health and related needs?

B How can student support teams use EWSs and systems that monitor the implementation
of interventions to track students’ progress and determine the effectiveness of services?

B How can schools develop a system-of-care approach that involves community partners
to expand the range of services and interventions for students with behavioral needs?
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Students removed from campus for disciplinary reasons and students not
succeeding in traditional settings should be provided with a quality alternative
education placement where there is continuity of instruction and needed services.

B When students are removed from school for disciplinary reasons for short periods of
time, how are they engaged in off-campus instruction and provided the necessary social,
emotional, and behavioral supports?

B What improvements should be made to alternative education programs so that students
removed from school for disciplinary reasons, as well as students not successful in
traditional education settings, receive quality instruction from qualified educators and
necessary behavioral health supports?

B What mechanisms must be in place to ensure that students in alternative education
programs can, when appropriate, successfully transition back to a traditional education
setting?

School-Police Partnerships
Overview of the Issue

Although schools are generally safe places, the well-being of students and staff remains of paramount
concern in every school across the nation. Elected officials, school leaders, and community stakeholders
frequently look to local law enforcement to address this concern. At the same time, there has

been increased scrutiny in recent years of the role of officers who serve schools, particularly how they
address minor offenses committed by students, and how the presence of officers and their activities

on the school campus impact the extent to which students and adults feel safe, secure, and welcome.
For the relationship between a school and local law enforcement agency to be successful, police,
students, parents, and school staff and leaders must employ a collaborative process to design,
implement, and monitor the interface between officers and the school community.

Background

During more than six decades, police and school officials in many districts have formed strong
partnerships in which officers have assumed a broad range of duties." How these relationships
are structured varies significantly from one school district (and sometimes one school campus)
to the next. In some cases, there are specially trained school-based officers who perform
enforcement, educational, mentoring, and other activities.”” In other jurisdictions, off-campus
patrol officers provide a variety of crime prevention services and enforcement responses to
the school. The involvement of officers is often meant to complement other strategies for safe
schools and efforts to encourage positive student and adult behaviors.

Even when there is an everyday law enforcement presence in the school, there are various approaches
to overseeing such officers. They may be supervised by the municipal or county law enforcement agency
that employs them—or by a police agency under the direct authority of a school district.
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Just as concerns have grown about the number of students suspended or expelled from school,
so too have concerns increased about the ticketing and arresting of students for minor offenses.
In addition, added security measures and a greater police presence in some schools (as often
happens following a violent school event anywhere in the country) have sometimes had the
unintended consequence of causing some staff, students, and their families to feel the campus
is less welcoming or less conducive to learning.'

Not every school in the nation will request, need, or be able to fund school-based officers. When
the decision is made at the local level to assign officers to schools, careful thought must be
given to what role the officers will play, and then police and school leaders will need to ensure
that the officers are properly selected, trained, supervised, and evaluated.

The research on the impact of officers in schools is mixed and often lacks rigor. Police
professionals generally agree, however, that when there is an effective school-police
partnership, students will have more positive views of law enforcement, will make better
decisions about risky behaviors, will be more often connected to the services they need, and
arrests for minor offenses will be minimized.

Chapter Highlights and Questions Addressed

School-police partnerships should be determined locally, through a collaborative,
data-driven process that engages students, parents, and other stakeholders.

B What processes should be followed to determine the best school-police partnership model
for meeting the distinct needs of a school or district and the students and families it serves?

B When a school or school district is considering whether to place an officer on a particular
campus, or to use a different response model, what information and data should be used
to inform this decision?

B What data should be used to measure whether the school-police partnership in use is
meeting its intended objectives?

Police should not be engaged in routine classroom management, and whenever
possible should use alternatives to arrest for students’ minor offenses that can
be appropriately addressed through the school’s discipline system.

B How do schools, police, and the school community determine the appropriate role for
officers who are assigned to schools?

B How isinformation that clarifies school-based officers’ roles and responsibilities
communicated to school and police agency staff, and other stakeholders?

B How can school leaders ensure that staff is following policies about when to involve
officers in addressing student misconduct?

B How can police ensure that officers are adhering to policies and guidance on responding
to minor offenses?

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY | xvii



School-based officers working with students should be properly selected,
trained, supervised, and evaluated. Off-campus officers should be given
guidance on how to respond to students and how to access alternatives to arrest.

B What criteria and process should be used to recruit officers who have the desired
qualities and experiences for working with youth in school settings?

B What training should be provided for school-based officers beyond that required of all
peace officers in the state?

B What supervision and oversight of school-based officers will ensure that they are
effectively supported, and will monitor their progress on shared partnership goals?

School systems and law enforcement agencies should create detailed, written
memorandums of understanding when placing officers on campuses and for
other school-police partnerships.

B What legal issues do school-based officers and other police personnel serving schools
need to address?

B What information-sharing principles, as well as safeguards for staff compliance with
privacy mandates, should be outlined in a school-police partnership agreement?

B How are other aspects of the school-police partnership formalized, and how are police
and school personnel educated about its provisions?

Courts and Juvenile Justice
Overview of the Issue

Although there are youth who engage in serious delinquent behavior for which referral to the juvenile
justice system is appropriate, youth who commit minor offenses at school should typically not be
referred to the courts. The long-term consequences for youth who make contact with the juvenile
justice system include a greater likelihood of dropping out of school and future involvement with
both the juvenile and adult criminal justice systems.” When youth are under juvenile corrections’
supervision, they must have uninterrupted access to high-quality learning environments; provision of
supports and services that meet these students’ academic and special needs; and the facilitation of
their seamless return to the classroom in their communities.

Background

The number of youth in correctional facilities or in court-ordered community placements has
declined dramatically over the past decade in many jurisdictions, with juvenile crime rates at
record lows.”® Even in counties and states where there have been overall reductions in juvenile
crime, however, leaders are working to decrease referrals to courts further—especially for minor
and status offenses.” As part of these efforts, judicial leaders across the nation are increasingly

* Status offenses are acts that are only considered criminal if committed by a juvenile (e.g., running away, truancy, curfew law violations, ungovernability or
incorrigibility, and underage drinking violations).
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working with schools, law enforcement, and other stakeholders to keep away from their dockets
cases that can be resolved through schools’ discipline systems and diversion programs.'

Although juvenile justice officials in most jurisdictions strongly believe that the number of school-
based referrals to the juvenile justice system can be significantly reduced, few jurisdictions can
produce an accurate tally of referred cases. Without reliable data, it is more difficult to make a
compelling justification for action and to establish the potential for improvement.

Even without such data, however, evidence of successful diversion programs is emerging

across the country. The structure of each state’s juvenile justice systemis distinct, but each

has multiple points at which the police, court staff, probation officers, prosecutors, defense
attorneys, and service providers can collaborate to steer students referred to the courts for
minor offenses to community-based programs that stress accountability and behavioral change.
These juvenile justice professionals can make better decisions for each youth when they are
provided with the results of a risk and needs assessment along with information from the school
and other agencies serving the student to determine what services, supports, and/or community
supervision are the best match. Determining under what circumstances such information should
be shared and used requires extensive conversations and written agreements among various
stakeholders in the juvenile justice and education systems to ensure compliance with all privacy
mandates and to uphold shared principles for the use of student and staff information.

When youth are placed in secure settings, including pre-adjudication detention and longer-
term residential facilities, the quality of education services varies widely and often lacks the
standards and oversight found in traditional schools.? This puts these students at greater risk
on their return to school for academic problems that can lead to disengagement and the kind of
misbehavior that in turn puts them at risk for another arrest.? The lack of coordinated transition
plans for students leaving juvenile confinement makes them vulnerable to loss of academic
credit, placement problems, and enrollment barriers upon reentry to school that can also
contribute to recidivism.

Chapter Highlights and Questions Addressed

The frequency with which students are directed to the juvenile justice system
for minor offenses at school or school-sponsored events should be routinely
monitored, and guidelines and policies should minimize such referrals.

B Does data exist—and if not, how can it be assembled and analyzed—to determine the
number and characteristics of students referred from schools to the juvenile justice
system, as well as the types of offenses committed?

B What types of policies and guidelines should be explored to reverse trends in schools and
districts where students are referred to the juvenile justice system at disproportionately
high rates for minor offenses?
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Whenever appropriate, students who are arrested and/or charged with minor
school-based offenses should be diverted from further involvement with the
juvenile justice system.

B How andin what cases can information maintained by the school be properly shared to
guide courts’ diversion and disposition decisions?

B Whenshould assessment tools that are designed to determine a youth’s risk of re-
offending and treatment or service needs be used to inform whether and how a student
moves through the court process?

B How can community-based programs and services be better utilized and expanded to
meet youths’ needs and minimize the need for judicial supervision while addressing the
needs of any victims?

Whether in short- or long-term confinement, youth should have access to high-
quality educational programming that puts them on a path toward graduation
and postsecondary opportunities. Each student returning to school should have a
transition plan that facilitates credit transfers and continuation of services.

B How can schools within juvenile correctional facilities attract, train, and retain high-
quality educators?

B How can authorities in a correctional setting create engaging learning environments that
address students’ academic and special needs?

B Arestate standards regarding the quality of education in public schools being effectively
applied to juvenile correctional settings?

B What criteria should guide decisions regarding where a reentering youth should enroll in
school?

B What can transition coordinators and/or educators do to develop an integrated service
and academic plan that facilitates reentering youths’ immediate enrollment, credit
transfers, and successful class placements?

Getting Started

Because the recommendations in this report are comprehensive, the breadth of issues can
quickly overwhelm any reader looking for a starting point to improve the approach to school
discipline by a community, district, or state.

Implementing all the recommendations in the report at once is an impossible assignment. Users
of the report may therefore wonder which policies or recommendations to prioritize, but the
truthis there is no right or wrong place to start.

Recognizing that no two states are alike, every school district is different, and each school has a
distinct culture and characteristics, there is no one-size-fits-all approach. If there is one takeaway
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point in The School Discipline Consensus Report that readers must embrace, it is that successful
implementation of any recommendation in the report requires the involvement of students and
parents, and of individuals serving and supervising students across multiple systems.

A working group of committed individuals—whether at the school, district, or state level—should
be created or expanded to include diverse perspectives and broad expertise. This group will
likely have many thoughts about where the greatest opportunities and needs exist in their
jurisdiction, and, consequently, what policy areas and recommendations should be prioritized.
Regardless of where the working group decides to focus its attention, there must be a plan to
collect and analyze relevant data to provide a baseline establishing where things stand. This
information also provides a benchmark against which progress can be measured.

As the working group looks to assemble data, members should keep in mind four steps, which
are explained more fully in the Data Collection and Information Sharing chapters of the report:

1. Determine how many students are removed from their classrooms for
disciplinary reasons and identify the additional data needed to analyze
these numbers thoroughly and effectively.

Individual schools, districts, and statewide school systems should be able to report how many
students have been suspended or expelled, but this information alone is not sufficient to
develop a nuanced understanding of discipline trends. To support the kind of analysis needed
to develop a strategic plan, the working group will need to ask for additional data and its
routine collection if not readily accessible. For example, a school may track the total number

of suspensions, but not report how many of these represent multiple suspensions by the same
student.

The data should be, but often is not, sufficient to support an analysis to distinguish between in-
school and out-of-school suspension, the duration of each suspension, and the type of misconduct
that prompted the suspension or expulsion. Suspension and expulsion data collected at the
school, district, or state level must be disaggregated, at minimum, by race, disability, age, gender,
and type of offense.
2. Examine data beyond suspensions and expulsions to inform strategies
forimproving school climate, behavioral interventions, and partnerships

between police and the school community, and for minimizing student
arrests and referrals to the juvenile justice system.

Equipped with existing information about school discipline actions, a working group will need to

turn its attention to additional questions about data related to school safety and the learning
environment. The group will need to know, for example, what data is available that measures school
climate; assesses behavioral health needs; tracks school-based arrests and reported crimes; and
monitors other student referrals to the juvenile justice system in a particular school or school system.
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Establishing an objective assessment of current conditions and practices in each of these areas
is essential. For example, if the working group is interested in increasing security measures at

a school, it should first consider school climate survey results of how students and staff gauge
their feelings of safety at school and whether security measures make them feel less welcome
or more secure. Additional data such as the numbers of students arrested and/or ticketed and
the numbers of calls for police service must also be monitored to ascertain what, if any, impact
has been made by changes in security measures.

As the working group considers school climate, behavioral health issues, school partnerships
with police, and the role of the juvenile justice system, it will become apparent that multiple
data collection efforts need to be launched. There are several measures that can help make
these efforts more manageable: the working group can identify a coordinator to facilitate
data collection; work with school-based teams or individuals already engaged in data analysis
and improvement planning; and ensure that surveys on school climate, behavioral health
needs, safety, and other topics are efficiently administered. The assembled data can then
help guide the working group’s efforts to improve policies and practices.

3. Develop information-sharing agreements that reflect a clear
understanding of privacy mandates and shared principles.

The efforts described above may involve collecting and analyzing students’ education, health,
juvenile justice, and other systems’ information. A thicket of local, state, and federal laws and
regulations protect students’ privacy by controlling the release and use of that information.

A working group that is assembling information from individuals and agencies serving their
students will need to establish a clear understanding of what can be shared, with whom, and for
what purposes.

There are still often misconceptions about what data and information can be shared within

and among schools and external partners. Too often, a lack of understanding of these legal
provisions leads to unnecessary barriers to sharing useful information. Although it is appropriate
and necessary to protect the confidentiality of students’ information, it is possible to design
agreements that spell out appropriate disclosure procedures and help address perceived barriers
to information sharing. These agreements may also include guiding principles such as using
information in ways that reduce the stigmatization or labeling of students, advance the best
interests of identified students, promote school safety, and ensure that data is secured and used
only for appropriate purposes.

4. Define success and agree on how to measure it.
If a working group is truly diverse in its composition, the full membership will likely develop

a shared commitment to an action plan only when they are convinced that they are working
toward an approach that benefits all students in the classroom. To that end, it is important
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that the working group’s objective not be limited to reducing the frequency with which students
are removed from the classroom for disciplinary reasons. No one wants to see misconduct and
disorder increase in the classroom just to lower the school’s suspension rate.

For every proposed measure of success, it is important to recognize the potential for simply
trading one problem for another. Researchers are testing approaches that may ultimately
help working groups better understand the dynamics among multiple measures, such as
how improvements in school climate indicators are related to improvements in academic
achievement or reductions in disciplinary actions.?? These approaches may provide a good
starting point for working group members as they determine which outcome measures to
track that define overall success. Such an approach binds stakeholders to a common set of
goals and promotes the integration of efforts that otherwise might have limited effect or
even work at cross-purposes.

Conclusion

The broad, bipartisan support from experts and stakeholders in the education, health, law
enforcement, and juvenile justice systems involved in the development of The School Discipline
Consensus Report makes clear that improving school discipline systems should be a priority for
local, state, and federal leaders alike.

This report is a roadmap—and essential reading—for anyone who wants to make young people
feel welcome, nurtured, and safe in school; anyone who is working to close the achievement gap
between White students and students of color; anyone who is focused on improving high school
graduation rates; and anyone whose goal is to reduce the number of youth locked up in juvenile
correctional facilities for minor offenses.

The need to achieve multiple goals is reflected in the multidisciplinary nature of the report’s
recommendations and underscores why such a diverse national group was needed to chart
changes to school discipline policies and practices. The report is designed to be a guide for
officials in education, health, law enforcement, and juvenile justice, and their partners in schools
and communities across the nation who are committed to using truly collaborative approaches
to provide safe, engaging learning environments for all students. Together, these critical
stakeholders can engage in the strategic efforts necessary to take school safety and student
success efforts to new heights, ultimately keeping more students in classrooms and out of
courtrooms.

To view the full report, visit csgjusticecenter.org/youth/school-discipline-consensus-report.
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INTRODUCTION

SK THE PARENTS OF A TEENAGER whether they were suspended from
middle school or high school when growing up.” Most will tell you that they were not,

although they may reluctantly admit that they had some after-school detentions or
were sent to the principal’s office.

Presented with the same question, teenagers provide stunningly different responses.
Suspension from middle and high school has become commonplace.' This trend is particularly
alarming in regard to students of color; those with disabilities (especially students with
emotional disturbances);? lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender (LGBT) youth;? and others who
are disproportionately affected by school disciplinary policies.* In some cases, students might
be removed from school a dozen times before graduating, or, even more troubling, before they
ultimately drop out.®

Every student, parent, and educator will agree: Children cannot succeed academically and
socially if they are not in the classroom and engaged in learning. And if the classroom and
overall school setting do not feel safe, welcoming, and supportive, students are less likely to
want to come to school or to work toward education goals. Those students who give up on
school—or feel that school has given up on them—are then more likely to become truant, drop
out, or act out in ways that put them at risk of disciplinary action. Students who struggle to
follow the rules in an unruly or unsupportive environment also feel less invested in their studies
and success.

Over the past several decades, schools seeking to maintain safety and create calm and
productive conditions for learning have developed ever-lengthening lists of rules that students
must follow. To enforce these rules, many schools have come to rely heavily on suspensions

and expulsions. There is no question that there are times when removing students from the
classroom or school campus is necessary in the interest of safety or order. When suspensions
and expulsions become the default response to misbehavior, however, students do not feel safe
and supported, the achievement gap persists, other educational goals are undermined, and
more kids become caught up in the juvenile justice system.

* A suspension is a school-based disciplinary sanction that temporarily removes a student from her or his regular classroom(s) for a specified period of time (typ-
ically no more than 10 days). There are two types of suspension: in-school and out-of-school. An in-school suspension (ISS) requires a student to attend school,
but in an alternative classroom or setting for the duration of the suspension. An out-of-school suspension (OSS) prohibits youth from being on school grounds
during the suspension period. Expulsion is typically understood as a disciplinary sanction for a serious violation or offense that permanently removes a youth
from the school campus where the offense occurred. However, states’ definitions of expulsion may vary and in some cases students are allowed to apply for
readmission after a specified time period (e.g., one year) to their home school. When suspensions are discussed in the report, they typically refer to out-of-school
suspensions unless otherwise indicated.
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Many of the students who are being disciplined also find themselves in encounters with police.
Officers are often asked by school officials and staff to intervene with disruptive students, or
on-site officers may directly observe student misconduct. There are incidents for which arrest
is clearly a necessary response, but far more typical are encounters in which officers have
considerable discretion in how to respond to minor offenses.” How that discretion is employed
depends largely on these officers’ characteristics, training, and defined role when responding to
students on campus.

[ DEFINITIONS OF KEY TERMS |

Code of Conduct Violation: The school’s code of conduct outlines behavior that is expected of
students, as well as behaviors that the school district has determined are not permitted by students

(and sometimes adults). Code of conduct violations may include tardiness, cell phone use, foul language,
disruption, and failure to comply with dress code. The code of conduct might also include listings of other
minor and serious violations that may also be crimes. The code typically indicates the disciplinary action that
may be taken for particular violations and is provided in writing to students and their parents/guardians.

Minor Offenses: Student misconduct may also be considered an “offense” or “delinquent act.” Typically
these are defined by statute as acts that if committed by an adult would be considered a “criminal offense.”
Whether a crime is “minor” is a very subjective determination. Minor offenses, for the purpose of this report,
refer to actions from which there is no serious physical or emotional harm and no ongoing threat to school or
community safety. These may include disorderly conduct, low-value theft, trespassing, and some destruction
of property charges, and may even be tailored to the school environment, such as a state law’s definition

of disruption of school, assembly, or education. See the School-Police Partnerships chapter for more
information on minor offenses.

Juvenile Status Offenses: Status offenses are non-delinquent offenses that are only considered crimes
when committed by juveniles. Status offenses include truancy, curfew violations, running away, and underage
drinking, among others.®

There is considerable overlap between types of offenses; in some cases, code of conduct violations may also
be considered “minor offenses,” such as when pushing or a scuffle is deemed disorderly conduct. Certain
offenses can also be specifically defined by statute as a crime or delinquent act.

" Patrol officers are also more likely to encounter suspended, expelled, and truant students in the community during school hours as victims or participants

in criminal activity, particularly when these students are not supervised or placed in an alternative setting. See, e.g., the National Incident Based Reporting
System, which revealed that the incidence of crime by youth ages 10-17 during the 2004-05 school year was 26 percent higher during school hours

than out of school hours. Yeide, M. and Kobrin, M., Truancy Literature Review (Washington, DC: Development Services Group, Inc., 2009), available at
dsgonline.com/dso/truancy%20literature%20review,pdf . Crimes against youth ages 10-17 have been estimated as 13 percent higher during school hours than the
same length of time after school. MacGillivary, H. and Erickson, G., Truancy in Denver: Prevalence, Effects and Interventions (Denver: National Center for School Engage-
ment, 2006), available at schoolengagement.org/ TruancypreventionRegistry/Admin/Resources/Resources/ TruancylnDenverPrevalenceEffectsandinterventions.pdf .
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Educators, health professionals, and law enforcement and juvenile justice officials faced

with the research on the millions of students suspended and expelled readily agree that the
data reflect a serious problem. Suspensions and expulsions have been shown to increase

the likelihood that students will not achieve academic success and will have contact with

the juvenile justice system. Students, their families, and communities feel the impact of
suspensions, expulsions, and juvenile arrests and detentions for many years. There is increasing
recognition among leaders, however, that the education, juvenile justice, and health systems
cannot independently resolve problems related to school discipline. Similarly, although parents
and youth are essential to crafting a solution, it is unrealistic to expect them to be able to drive
change without strong and committed partnerships within these systems.

This report provides a comprehensive set of strategies for policymakers, practitioners, and
advocates across systems seeking answers to these questions:

B What can local, state, and federal officials do to support educators and minimize school
systems’ dependence on suspension, expulsion, and arrest to manage student behaviors?

B And how can this be accomplished while promoting safe and productive learning
environments that improve academic outcomes for all students while reducing their
involvement in the juvenile justice system?

More than 100 advisors from multiple fields and perspectives gathered for the first time in 2012 to begin
outlining the direction and potential recommendations for this report. The School Discipline Consensus
Project staff and advisors worked closely with the U.S. Departments of Education and Justice—as did
many others—to share the work as it progressed in the 18 months that followed. For that reason, readers
will see consistency in many of the recommended strategies for reducing suspensions and expulsions that
are included in the January 2014 joint guidance on school discipline.” This report also provides exhaustive
detail and covers additional, relevant issues—namely juvenile justice—not contemplated in the guidance.
Coming from the field, this report demonstrates how local and state governments can, on their own
initiative, realize objectives described in the guidance.

Any strategies to reduce suspensions and expulsions must be nested in a comprehensive effort to
provide conditions where teachers and students are engaged and the school community finds the
environment safe and welcoming. Schools that only lower suspension rates and declare success
without regard for these other factors may be simply trading one set of problems for another.

* The guidance is for public schools in meeting their obligations under federal law to administer student discipline without discriminating on the basis of
race, color, or national origin. That guidance and accompanying documents to help guide state- and locally controlled efforts to improve school climate
and school discipline can be found at ed.gov/policy/gen/guid/school-discipline/index.html .
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About this Report:
An Unprecedented Look at School Discipline Policy

There are several elements of this report—in both its preparation and content—that set it apart
from other examinations of school discipline issues or calls for change to policy and practice.

First, its vision and recommendations reflect a consensus among students, parents, teachers,
school administrators, specialized staff, behavioral health professionals, police, probation, court
officials, juvenile correctional administrators, and many other expert advisors.” Leaders in each
of these fields came together to work on this report, united by these 10 shared principles:’

1

Disciplinary systems that rely heavily on suspensions and expulsions to manage student
behavior produce poor outcomes and must be changed.

Every effort should be made to keep students in classrooms where they can succeed and
be engaged in learning, while providing appropriate supports to educators.

The safety of students, teachers, and staff are paramount and may require the
infrequent use of exclusionary measures.

Issues related to race and the disproportionate impact of school discipline policies on
distinct student populations including LGBT students, English Language Learners (ELLS),
and students with disabilities, must be met head on.

Prevention measures should not continue to be outweighed by reactive interventions

and should consider both student behaviors and adult responses. A tiered approach to
interventions is needed to support every student’s success and to ensure restorative steps
are pursued whenever possible before more serious disciplinary actions are imposed.

When students’ actions cause harm, the students must be held accountable for their actions
and every effort must be made to protect victims from further harm and to help with healing.

Changes to disciplinary practices must benefit all students—not just those who have
been engaged in misconduct—to ensure that classrooms are safe and supportive learning
environments for every student.

Schools alone cannot solve problems that have roots and remedies in numerous other
systems and therefore require a multi-system approach.

Practices that are found to be effective and efficient by research and can be
implemented with fidelity should be prioritized.

" The project that produced this report was administered in coordination with the Supportive School Discipline Initiative that was launched by the U.S.
Attorney General and the U.S. Secretary of Education in July 2011, and was supported by a public/private partnership that includes the Office of Juvenile
Justice and Delinquency Prevention, The Open Society Foundations, NoVo Foundation, The California Endowment, and The Atlantic Philanthropies. For more
information about the project, see ¢sgjusticecenter.org/youth/projects/school-discipline-consensus-project/ . The advisory group, other expert advisors, and focus group
facilitators are listed in Appendix A to the full report. Additional experts who provided extensive feedback are also recognized in the Acknowledgments. In all, the
consensus project involved more than 700 individuals through the advisory groups, focus groups, individual conversations, and other outreach to key school and
juvenile justice constituents. It builds on, and is meant to complement, the work of national clearinghouses and centers such as those found at

csgjusticecenter.org/youth/school-discipline-consensus-project/national-school-discipline-landscape/ .
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10. Progress should be continuously monitored using data and feedback from a wide range
of stakeholders.

Second, the report combines an exhaustive review of relevant research and extensive input from
policymakers and practitioners in multiple fields to identify promising practices and programs.
Despite myriad challenges, many individual schools and districts—often in partnership with
students and their families, police, court and corrections leaders, the community, and others—
have designed innovative approaches to improving school discipline practices with demonstrated
success. The recommendations presented in this report build on the research, literature, and
promising practices that demonstrate the benefits of relying on non-exclusionary approaches to
changing student and adult behaviors and creating the necessary conditions for learning.

Third, the report’s extensive scope and integration of multiple priorities from different fields
distinguishes it from anything written to date on this topic. Typically, local, state, and federal
officials and school leaders find themselves focusing on an isolated aspect of school discipline
or a single strategy: What can be done to improve school climate? How can students’ behavioral
health and other needs be better addressed? To what extent will increasing the police

presence in schools affect safety and other goals? How can the juvenile justice system respond
effectively to youth arrested on a school campus? Recognizing that these questions actually
relate to larger, more complex problems that are inextricably linked, this report addresses these
guestions and many related concerns within a comprehensive framework.

The policy statements and recommendations in this report reflect where the advisory group’s direction and
feedback established common ground in identifying and advancing innovative practices and policies, while
being grounded in reality. For example, some group members promote banning all out-of-school suspensions.
Yet through ongoing discussions the group accepted that until there are additional supports, structures, and
resources for providing positive educational options for students who are suspended that also address their
behavioral needs, banning school suspensions altogether would not currently work for all districts—but may
be a longer-term goal. As a result, the fact that this report flows from a “consensus-based” initiative does not
mean that every advisory group member and expert consultant would have individually chosen the precise
wording or even the reach of each policy statement and recommendation as it appears in this final report.
Instead, it reflects a point of agreement among stakeholders with very diverse perspectives on an extensive
range of recommendations related to school discipline. Whenever possible, the report references when
advisors had differing perspectives, concerns, or felt recommendations should go further.
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The report is written for a broad audience of individuals and groups who are affected by or
influence school policies and practices that are related to student misconduct. The audience
includes policymakers at every level of government, students, families, teachers, school and
district administrators, specialized and other school staff, behavioral health professionals, child
welfare personnel, police practitioners and leaders, defense attorneys, prosecutors, court officials,
judges, probation officers, juvenile detention administrators, reentry coordinators, and others.

With such a diverse audience, there are several implications for how the report is structured:

B Readers should be cautioned that because the “agents of change” for implementing a
particular policy or recommendation may vary by jurisdiction, sometimes the proposed
actions do not specify the particular individual or entity that will carry them out.

B Thereportis more process oriented than directive of a particular protocol or practice. In
many cases, the report sets out steps for a collaborative process in which diverse voices are
heard and then data and other information are used to make better, transparent decisions
about strategies and resource allocation.

What the Research Tells Us about Who Is Suspended and Expelled

Although detailed data from individual states on their suspension and expulsion rates can be
difficult to ascertain, national estimates are that at least 10 percent of middle and high school
students (nearly two million students) were suspended one or more times in the 2009-10 school
year.t States are increasingly being pushed to improve data collection and reporting practices

so that even more precise measures can be used to determine the prevalence of exclusionary
school discipline practices. At least one-third of the states do not make their suspension and
expulsion data easily and publicly accessible, and those that do have widely varying levels of
information about the characteristics of suspended and expelled students.?

Although laws in every state mandate suspension or expulsion for certain types of serious
offenses, relatively few removals occur each year as a result. For example, a Texas statewide
study found that just 2.5 percent of all secondary school suspensions and expulsions were

the result of misconduct for which state law mandated the removal of the student from the
campus.® In fact, the overwhelming majority of suspensions are made at the discretion of school
officials. Some discretionary suspensions and expulsions are responses to serious misconduct
(that may be arrestable offenses as well). The vast majority of discretionary suspensions,
however, are for violations of the school code of conduct or minor offenses.

Several studies also confirm that students of color are disproportionately more likely than their
White peers to experience suspension for these discretionary offenses.” African-American

“To ensure accuracy of the populations being described, this report uses the exact terminology to describe racial and ethnic groups that is used in the original re-
search cited. When research studies with different terminology are considered together, or there is no supporting research study, the report uses the terms Black,
Hispanic, and American Indian to describe these racial and ethnic groups.
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students, in particular, are recognized as consistently disproportionately disciplined without
evidence of higher rates of misbehavior." Overall, Black, Hispanic, and American Indian students
are suspended at disproportionately high rates.”? In the 2009-10 school year, approximately
one in three Black males and one in six Hispanic males in middle or high school were suspended
at least once, compared to one in ten White male students.? Students of color are also more
likely to receive harsher disciplinary action than their White peers for the same offense.” Even
in schools in which students of color represent the majority of students, they may still be
overrepresented among all students who are suspended and expelled (that is, if students of

color represent 60 percent of the student population but 90 percent of the students suspended,

there is still a disparate impact).

Exclusionary disciplinary policies also disproportionately affect other student populations, such
as youth with disabilities. Research that analyzed U.S. Department of Education data indicates
that two in ten secondary school students with disabilities were suspended during the 2009-10
school year (the most recent data available at this writing),” compared to fewer than one in ten
high school students without disabilities. Students with disabilities were also more than twice
as likely to receive one or more out-of-school suspensions than other students.'

FIGURE 1. THE NUMBER OF SECONDARY STUDENTS SUSPENDED OUT OF SCHOOL AT
LEAST ONCE IN THE 2009-10 SCHOOL YEAR

T e drkrrkrkrhrrkrkrA

ONE out of students without ' |
TEN disabilities ﬁﬁﬁﬁﬁﬁﬁﬁ%‘ﬁﬁﬁ

Sources: U.S. Department of Education, Office for Civil Rights, 2009-2010 Civil Rights Data Collection (Washington,
DC: U.S. Department of Education, 2012); Losen, D. and Martinez, T. Out of School & Off Track: The Overuse of
Suspensions in American Middle and High Schools (Los Angeles: The Civil Rights Project at UCLA, 2013).

Research has also shown that LGBT students are disproportionately affected by exclusionary
discipline. LGBT youth, particularly gender non-conforming girls, are up to three times more likely
to experience harsh disciplinary treatment than their heterosexual counterparts.” Many LGBT
students also report feeling isolated and unwelcome in school.’®® Unlike for race, ethnicity, and
disability, tracking of discipline disparities for LGBT students is thwarted by aggregate reporting
challenges and lack of data systems’ attention to self-reported LGBT issues in schools.”
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Why Focus on the Issue of School Discipline?

The priorities that many policymakers and practitioners are focused on include increasing
graduation rates, closing the achievement gap, improving school attendance, meeting other
academic goals with less funding, maintaining safe and productive learning environments, and
reducing students’ involvement with the juvenile justice system. They may well ask why they
should add improving school discipline to their impossibly long to-do lists. If the sheer numbers of
students who are suspended or expelled in U.S. schools do not impress, then these policymakers
and practitioners should know that their priorities centered on 1) academic success, 2) school safety,
and 3) juvenile justice system avoidance cannot be fully realized without making improvements to
how schools and communities approach discipline issues. The reason to make this a priority also
lies with students, parents, teachers, and others directly affected by how student misbehavior

is addressed. The consequences of disciplinary actions and arrests for youth, their families, the
juvenile justice system, and ultimately communities can be serious and long-lasting.

Suspensions and Academic Success

Ensuring all students graduate high school with the skills and knowledge necessary for post-
secondary academic and workforce success is a universally recognized goal—yet one still out
of reach for many schools across the nation. Low graduation rates among Black, Hispanic, and
American Indian youth are nothing short of a crisis in some communities.

FIGURE 2. NATIONAL GRADUATION RATES 2009-10 SCHOOL YEAR
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Source: Stillwell, R. and Sable, J., Public School Graduates and Dropouts from the Common Core of Data: School
Year 2009-10 (Washington, DC: National Center for Education Statistics, 2013).
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Exclusionary discipline is contributing to the dropout crisis, particularly for those students at
greatest risk. Research has shown that students who are suspended and expelled are less likely
to graduate from high school, and the likelihood diminishes with every subsequent disciplinary
action.?® A study of nearly one million Texas public middle and high school students found that
although 18 percent of students with no disciplinary actions failed to graduate, more than half
of students with 11 or more suspensions (including in-school suspensions) or expulsions dropped
out during the study period (more than 140,000 students).? Other research has revealed that

if students are suspended from school in 9t grade, they are at considerably greater risk of
dropping out of high school.?

Although there are many factors that contribute to students’ poor academic outcomes, being
present in a classroom where they feel supported and can succeed is critical. One reason
students’ suspensions and expulsions also increase their likelihood of repeating a grade or
otherwise falling behind may be because the more days students are absent from school,

the harder it is to stay on track. Suspensions can contribute to chronic absenteeism (typically
defined as missing 10 percent or more of the days enrolled).?® Students repeatedly absent from
class (for any reason) are more likely to lag behind their peers academically, drop out, and even
become involved in the juvenile justice system.? Chronic absence has been shown to affect a
student’s ability to master reading, pass courses, and gain credits.?

It follows, then, that when students are suspended, they miss critical instructional time and
are at risk of the same negative outcomes as students who are absent for other reasons.
Students who lose class time for disciplinary reasons are also more likely to be truant and to
have additional future suspensions—all increasing the number of missed days and the risk of
not graduating. Research has shown that students who are suspended are more likely to fall
behind.” The statewide study in Texas demonstrates just how significant a single suspension
can be to a student’s academic progress: when a student is suspended, the likelihood of
repeating that grade doubles.?”

Students who are disproportionately suspended—such as students of color and ELL students—
are among the same students who are most affected by the achievement gap. In 2009, Black
and Hispanic students trailed their White peers by an average of more than 20 test-score
points on the 8t" grade National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) math and reading
assessments.?® Any strategy to close this gap should take into account practices that remove
students from school and take them away from the services and supports they receive there.
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The financial impact of school discipline on students and schools can be significant. There are losses
associated with suspended and expelled students repeating grades or even failing to graduate. Some
analysts have calculated the costs related to delays entering the workforce and overall loss in earning
power, as well as losses in associated tax revenues.?” Lower attendance rates due to suspension and
expulsion also impact school and district funding because they are tied to state assistance dollars based on
Average Daily Attendance (ADA). Under the conservative assumption that every out-of-school suspension
represents an absence of 1.5 days, the San Antonio Independent School District lost almost a half a million
dollars in state revenue in the 2010-11 school year.3? In the Fresno Unified School District, students in a
single year missed 32,180 days of school due to suspensions, costing the district more than one million
dollars in lost state revenue that is based on students’ ADA.*

School Discipline and Safety

Data reveal that schools are generally safe places—and for some students they are the safest
place to be during school hours.3? Just as juvenile violent crime has decreased overall across
the country in the last decade,®it has also declined in school settings. While the level of crime
varies, overall victimization, gang presence, and the number of weapons found on campus
have decreased in most schools.3* Some schools, however, continue to face significant crime
and safety challenges that are being addressed using a range of prevention and response
strategies.?

Despite the gains made on many campuses, safety remains a top concern for parents,
policymakers, and all school communities. The horrific events at the Sandy Hook Elementary
School and other high-profile incidents have intensified fear of crime and violence in schools.
When asked what the most important factor was in selecting a school for their children, many
parents cite a safe environment more than any other characteristic, including school graduation
rates, school standardized test scores, and closeness to home.3® The perception that staff
and students are not safe at school following a tragic event has prompted quick legislative
action. In response to the fear of future shootings and violence, more than 400 bills were filed
in state legislatures in 2013 alone regarding school safety—on subjects ranging from improved
school climate and student supports, to building security upgrades, to placing security or law
enforcement officers in schools.?’

How some of these school safety measures are implemented, however, may have the
unintended consequence of making some students feel less safe or accepted in school. For
example, students, teachers, and families in some communities are concerned that certain
measures make schools feel more like prisons than welcoming learning environments. Further,
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they believe that any planned responses to incidents and feelings of anxiety should take into
account whether the proposed measures will create an environment in which students and staff
will feel safer and supported or even more concerned about school safety.®

Schools that rely on suspensions, expulsions, and arrests to address student misconduct may
be creating an atmosphere in which students and staff feel that the high number of disciplinary
actions reflect a persistent threat to their safety. When large numbers of these actions are for
minor offenses, students may also feel a level of insecurity and fear of disciplinary action that
undermines the very conditions needed for learning. When students are suspended or expelled,
they also have fewer opportunities to develop prosocial skills that can help them succeed

at school, such as interacting appropriately with peers, developing healthy relationships,

and learning how to regulate their emotions and exercise self-control. If unsupervised

during suspensions, they also have more opportunity to get into trouble and to deepen their
connections with youth engaged in gangs and crimes. All efforts to increase actual safety as
well as perceptions of safety must take into account the impact of disciplinary actions.

Negative Juvenile Justice Outcomes

Students who experience suspensions and expulsions are also more likely to become involved

in the juvenile justice system, particularly students who have been repeatedly disciplined.?®
Although there is no national data publicly available on school-based referrals, and overall
juvenile crime is decreasing,*® there are still jurisdictions that report high numbers or even
increases in school-based juvenile court referrals.*' It is important to consider that even when
youth are not placed in a juvenile facility, they may still end up with a juvenile record, which
carries many of the same collateral consequences as detention and increases the penalty if they
are arrested again.*

In the Texas statewide study, students suspended or expelled for a discretionary school violation
were nearly three times more likely to have contact with the juvenile justice system in the next
school year.“*Many disciplined students find themselves before probation authorities and courts,
which often have limited resources and services to meet these youths’ needs. Some students
will join the approximately 61,000 youth who are in juvenile justice residential placement
facilities on any given day.** In states and counties across the country, policymakers are working
with leaders in the juvenile justice system to reduce the number of incarcerated youth, knowing
that confining youth in correctional facilities increases the chances that they will become further
involved in the justice system and suffer lasting consequences.”> In some states the annual costs
of incarcerating a youth exceed $100,000, but incarceration does not tend to produce positive
long-term results.*®

Of particular concern is the number of youth who are arrested and involved in the juvenile justice
system for relatively minor incidents.
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FIGURE 3. PERCENTAGE OF YOUTH CONFINED IN STATE AND COUNTY JUVENILE
FACILITIES FOR SERIOUS AND “NON-SERIOUS” OFFENSES IN 2010
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missing hearings)
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63% Youth confined for serious
(41,877 youth) offenses (e.g., drug distribution
and violent offenses)

Source: National Juvenile Justice Network and Texas Public Policy Foundation.
The Comeback States: Reducing Youth Incarceration in the U.S. (Washington, D.C.: National Juvenile Justice
Network, 2013); available at njjn.org/uploads/digital-library/Comeback-States-Report FINAL.pdf .

Juvenile justice facilities often are not structured or lack the resources to provide the kinds of
services and supports these youth need to address underlying issues and prevent offending
behavior from recurring. While away, youth are unable to work on the dynamics and problems
they encounter at home, in school, and in their community and tend to fall further behind
academically. The experience can carry long-term stigmatization, barriers to education and work
opportunities, and other serious collateral consequences.”

In sum, although it has become common practice in some schools to remove students from the
classroom for disciplinary reasons, relying heavily on such responses has not been shown to

be particularly effective in changing student behaviors or in improving academic, safety, and
juvenile justice outcomes. There is no question that removing some students from school for
serious offenses can improve safety, but the reliance on suspensions, expulsions, and arrests
for minor misconduct or typical adolescent misbehavior has not advanced schools’ stated
goals. The Texas statewide study found that nearly one in seven public middle school students
experienced suspension or expulsion 11 or more times between 7t" and 12t grade, suggesting
that at least for those students, suspension had little impact on their behavior.*® Furthermore,
another examination of a single school district in Texas found that, on average, a student

who received a disciplinary response that did not remove him or her from school was nearly

10 percent more likely to progress to the next grade or graduate on time than a student who
received an out-of-school suspension for the same offense.*® Students themselves have also
articulated that being suspended does not significantly alter the likelihood that they will change
their behavior to avoid future suspensions.*
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There is also a lack of evidence that the schools that are frequently removing students from

the school campus for disciplinary reasons are improving academic achievement among the
students remaining in the classroom.> For example, when schools serving similar populations were
compared across the state of Indiana, schools with low suspension rates had higher test scores.>?
In addition, several large school districts that have lowered suspension rates have made academic
gains, including Baltimore, MD, where graduation rates in subsequent years improved,>® and
Denver, CO, where achievement gains coincided with significant reductions in suspensions.>*

Without a thoughtful, comprehensive approach to school discipline, a school, school district, or
state school system cannot deliver the safe, welcoming environment that every parent, youth,
and school employee appropriately sees as of paramount importance.

A Groundswell in the Making

Youth, parents, educators, behavioral health professionals, school administrators, public safety
officials, judicial leaders, and lawmakers are increasingly recognizing that their efforts to keep
students in school and out of the juvenile justice system hinge in part on a new approach to
school discipline. The growing number of communities, school districts, and states mobilizing to
tackle this issue reflects this trend. The examples that follow illustrate a range of activities that
agents of change from different constituencies have been undertaking across the country.

Youth, Their Families, and Their Advocates

Students and their families, and the advocacy groups that support them, are taking action in
many communities—sometimes pursuing legal remedies—to minimize the use of suspensions
and expulsions and to try to keep youth in classrooms and out of the juvenile justice system.

In many school districts, students have expressed confusion, frustration, and anger when they
find themselves removed from the school campus for an extended period of time because of
misconduct they feel did not warrant such a harsh response.?® They have little confidence or
investment in school disciplinary policies and processes that seem oriented toward excluding
large numbers of students from school. Seeing how these policies and practices are undermining
a child’s educational progress, families and their advocates are joining students to call for
changes to school disciplinary policies.?®

Many communities have pushed forward significant school discipline initiatives, from legislative
changes to code of conduct revisions. Youth, parents, and grassroots organizations have been
integral to change from communities ranging from Denver, CO to Broward County, FL and from
Los Angeles, CA to Buffalo, NY.*

The work of local and national advocacy organizations, students, and families has also led
to numerous federal civil rights investigations of school discipline policies and practices. The
U.S. Department of Education’s Office for Civil Rights and the U.S. Department of Justice’s Civil
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Rights Division receive hundreds of school discipline complaints annually and in the last five
years have facilitated dozens of agreements with schools and school districts involving changes
to their discipline policies and practices. As a result of these investigations, courts have issued
several consent decrees that formalize agreements to prevent and address discrimination

in student discipline in public schools, including in Meridian, MS; Palm Beach County, FL; and
Owatonna Public School District, MN.>® When possible, these groups have sought to work with
schools and other partners to avoid the need for such actions in the future through collaborative
work on policies and practices.

State and Local School Administrators and Educators

Several state boards of education, and/or state education agencies (SEAs), have taken steps

to improve school discipline policies, often as a result of local advocacy campaigns and also

in response to state legislation (for example, state policymakers in Colorado, Washington

State, and Oregon have created stakeholder taskforces and passed legislation to improve data
collection and cap the number of days students can be suspended from schools, among other
reforms). State education leaders are developing regulations to revise school discipline policies
and/or provide additional support to educators to reduce the use of suspension and expulsion.
In 2014, for example, the Maryland State Board of Education passed new regulations that require
schools to implement positive alternatives to suspension and to use out-of-school punishments
only as a last resort. The regulations also require schools to regularly collect and examine data
to reduce racial disparities in school discipline.>®

At the district level, there are calls for school climate and behavioral health interventions to

be more prevalent in national and state education reform efforts. There is a strong push for
more counselors and mental health professionals to be placed in schools. New and revised
teacher and principal evaluation systems that include school climate indicators as a measure

of effectiveness are emerging across the country. Evidence-based approaches, such as Positive
Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS), restorative justice, and social and emotional
learning (SEL) are being adopted in schools and districts across the country in an effort to create
safe and supportive learning environments and reduce the use of exclusionary discipline.

In Baltimore, MD, education leaders recognized the need to examine school discipline policies
and practices after an extensive review of district dropout data revealed that particular
behaviors, sustained over time, were strong predictors of students’ failure to graduate. In
response, the district revised its code of conduct to institute a graduated system of responses
that prevents schools from removing students for minor misbehavior and promotes positive
alternatives.?® The district has developed several tools for assessing school climate and
routinely disseminates school-level climate reports that include school discipline data. The
district also provides training to build awareness of the importance of creating learning
environments that support students and keep them engaged and in class.
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As part of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Flexibility Waivers granted by the U.S. Department
of Education, a consortium of districts in California plans to revise accountability systems to
incorporate measures of school climate and school discipline.?” And low-performing schools
across the country are able to select turnaround strategies that incorporate positive approaches
to discipline and improvements to the school culture and environment.

Law Enforcement Leaders and Officers

Police leaders and officers across the nation from school districts’ own police agencies and
from municipal or county law enforcement agencies are increasingly working with schools to
create strong partnerships, such as those in Hoover, AL and Milwaukee, WI. Police agencies

are also working to reduce the use of arrests and ticketing for minor offenses, such as efforts
in Tulsa, OK; Hartford and Bridgeport, CT; and Cambridge, MA. Changes to memorandums of
understanding (MOUs) and other efforts to change codes of conduct to clarify for educators,
student, parents, and others when officers will be called to respond to an incident have also
been increasing, including efforts in Chicago, IL; Baltimore, MD; and Fort Wayne, IN. All of these
initiatives have been complemented by a growing call for cross-training officers, educators,
and school and law enforcement leaders on the roles and responsibilities of officers in schools.
Police professionals are calling for more officer training on serving schools and relevant youth
issues. They are also emphasizing community policing approaches when possible to help youth
avoid the juvenile justice system, while maintaining the safety and preparedness of schools to
respond to critical incidents.

Judicial Leadership

Probation and other juvenile justice professionals are working to divert students to the services
they need and to shape supervisory practices to help youth succeed at school and in the
community. School discipline is an issue that court officials and judicial leaders around the
country are recognizing as central to their goal of decreasing juvenile court dockets and limiting
the number of non-violent cases that are processed. Several juvenile and family court judges
are taking this issue head on by convening cross-system stakeholders to discuss strategies for
reducing youth involvement with the juvenile justice system. Current and former chief justices in
California, New York, Michigan, and Texas have convened statewide cross-systems conversations
on strategies to reduce the number of youth who come into contact with the juvenile justice
system for minor offenses. Several of the resulting school/police/juvenile justice partnerships
have developed collaborative agreements for reducing these referrals to courts from schools.
Judicial-led initiatives in Clayton County, GA and Connecticut represent examples of ways in
which court officials are using their convening power to reduce the number of students referred
to juvenile court for offenses that can be dealt with through the schools’ disciplinary systems if
the schools are provided with adequate resources.®?
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Federal Action

The leaders of a number of federal agencies have made improving the current approach to
school discipline a priority through both programmatic and funding initiatives.®®* Nowhere was
the commitment to this effort more visible than the unprecedented collaboration that resulted
in the launch of the Supportive School Discipline Initiative (SSDI) by the U.S. Department of
Education and the U.S. Department of Justice in 2011. SSDI focuses exclusively on supporting
schools, districts, and jurisdictions around the country to improve school discipline systems and
outcomes for youth.5*

Building on the innovative and evidence-based practices taking place in communities across
the country, federal policymakers have developed multimillion dollar grant programs, technical
assistance centers, and other measures to advance progress on school safety and school
discipline practices. In addition to the U.S. Departments of Education and Justice Guidance

and related products,®>the U.S. Department of Education has also developed a resource center
and clearinghouse through the American Institutes for Research. The clearinghouse provides
information on related federal efforts from other agencies, research, and resources focused on
school discipline, safety, and climate.®®

Members of Congress have brought the issues to center stage by spearheading a hearing centered
on reducing youth involvement with the juvenile justice system and the use of exclusionary
discipline, as well as advancing discussions of school safety.®’

This report has benefitted from bringing together individuals from each of these groups and
perspectives who are enacting policy as well as working on the front lines to find ways in which
collaborations and investments of resources could be better leveraged and have a greater impact.

Navigating and Using this Report

This report offers 20 policy statements. Taken together, they provide a vision for how
policymakers and practitioners, working in partnership with students, families, community
leaders, and other stakeholders, can minimize the use of suspension and expulsion to manage
student behaviors. These efforts are meant to improve students’ academic outcomes, reduce
their involvement in the juvenile justice system, and promote safe and productive learning
environments.

Immediately following each policy statement is a discussion of supporting research, the
current state of the field, and a series of recommendations that provide action-oriented
steps to translate these policies into practice. Under each of the 60 recommendations in the
report are explanations and concrete examples illustrating how individual schools, school
districts, communities, state agencies, and others have operationalized some or all of the
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proposed approaches. The recommendations reflect evidence-based strategies whenever
possible, but many practices and programs have not been adequately studied. Because the
absence of rigorous research is not a justifiable excuse for inaction, the policy statements
and recommendations also build on what is considered promising work being reported across
the country.

Particular programs, policies, and other initiatives used as examples have not necessarily been
subjected to independent evaluation to certify their impact, so their inclusion in this report does
not constitute an endorsement. It is important for schools and districts when selecting approaches
to be smart consumers by examining the research or demonstration of success and ensuring
programs are tailored to local needs. When choosing and adapting practices for a jurisdiction,
there should be an examination of the schools’ distinct problems and any contributing factors. The
problem definition should drive which evidence-based interventions to use and how progress will
be measured. Where the supporting research is weak or missing, interventions should be guided by
principles of cultural sensitivity and the particular needs of the school and community, and then
closely monitored to ensure that the measures are well implemented and assessed to determine
whether they are having the desired effect on students.

The policy statements are organized into four main chapters:
Conditions for Learning
Targeted Behavioral Interventions
School-Police Partnerships
Courts and Juvenile Justice

There are two additional chapters that address issues that cut across each of the four main
chapters:

Information Sharing

Data Collection

No chapter is written for any one particular audience. Instead, in keeping with the multi-system
approach of the Consensus Project, each chapter has information relevant to readers coming from
the education, health, law enforcement, or juvenile justice fields, as well as students, parents and
other school community stakeholders. A compendium of complementary resources—including an
executive summary, checklists for particular audiences, other relevant websites, and state legislative
summaries—is available on the Council of State Governments Justice Center (CSG Justice Center)
website at csgjusticecenter.org/youth/school-discipline-consensus-report. They are meant to make this
report as useful as possible.
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Important Considerations

Readers of this report should keep in mind the following considerations:

The report concentrates on public (including charter) secondary schools
(middle and high schools).

That focus, however, should not diminish the importance of policies and practice that focus on
younger students. A growing body of research traces academic achievement gaps and other
problems that put children at higher risk for disciplinary action or contact with the juvenile
justice system to early childhood conditions.

There is considerable and compelling research describing the types of programs and

services provided to children who are pre-K or in primary school that can have a significant
impact on how a student behaves once in middle or high school.®® Indeed, middle school
teachers appropriately point out that youth who are involved in serious misconduct in school
often engaged in misbehavior while in elementary school. Furthermore, recent headlines
have highlighted incidents in which children as young as pre-school and kindergarten are
experiencing suspension and even arrest.5°

But taking into account such a wide spectrum of age groups would make the scope of an already
expansive report truly unwieldy. For this reason, and because disciplinary actions tend to mount
during students’ secondary school experiences in both charter and traditional public schools, the
policy statements, recommendations, and examples provided in this report focus on public middle
and high school students, for whom the majority of suspensions and expulsions take place.”®

The report recommendations do not always apply to important groups of
students, such as American Indian populations.

Visits and listening sessions with students, educators, and other stakeholders engaged with
American Indian students revealed that the problems associated with suspensions and
expulsions are particularly acute in schools located on reservations. Coupled with the lack of
resources for alternative education programs and services or supports for students and teachers,
the need for change in American Indian communities is clear. But because schools located on
reservations are sovereign entities not governed by the same authorities as public schools, some
of the recommendations in the report will not be applicable.
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More than 640,000 school-age students in the United States are Native American.”! The majority (93 percent) of
students attend public schools, with the remaining attending schools operated or funded by the Bureau of Indian

Education (BIE) or by individual tribes. The BIE operates more than 180 schools in 23 states, primarily located in

rural areas and serving students who live on or near reservations.”

Regardless of which school they attend, these students tend to experience poorer educational outcomes than
their non-Native American peers. They have higher dropout rates, as much as double the national average,”

with 10 states reporting graduation rates lower than 60 percent’* In 2010-11, BIE schools experienced the
lowest graduation rates compared to all states in the country.”> American Indian/Alaska Native students are also
disproportionately suspended and expelled from school compared to White students.® A Montana study revealed
that American Indian students were almost four times as likely to be expelled from school, and four times more
likely to receive out-of-school suspensions as their White peers.”

To better support these students, additional research needs to be conducted on disciplinary policies that

are culturally appropriate and effective. It is important that states and districts involve tribal leaders in early
conversations about changing policies and practices so that they are more easily adaptable in tribal schools and
not seen as a mandate, but rather a collaborative decision.

Implicit bias must be examined.

Every section of this report discusses the disproportionate impact of policies on students of
color and other identifiable populations, such as students with special needs or LGBT students.
These discussions, however, do not examine the important but complex issues associated with
implicit bias. There is a range of conditions and factors that policymakers and practitioners
must openly discuss and consider as they think about what is causing a child to act out and
how adults respond to that misbehavior. Characterizing students based on stereotypes extends
well beyond race, gender, and sexual orientation. Other factors, such as historical context,
economic status, neighborhood or community culture, and situational conditions influence how
certain students are perceived, and how individuals and systems respond to their conduct.”

At a minimum, schools should use data that takes into consideration cultural factors to make
decisions and ensure that training and practices are both culturally relevant and equitable.

* The term “Native American” is used in the sources cited as referring to individuals who identify as American Indian, Alaska Native, and Native Hawaiian.
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Students and their families should be partners in any undertaking to improve
school discipline policies and practices.

Youth, parents, and their advocates played an important and valuable role in shaping this report
and its many recommendations. They engaged in listening sessions, advisory board activities,
and other review efforts. Their voices are critical in shaping effective policies and practices.
Their input will help gauge feelings of safety, and identify services and supports that help youth
feel respected and engaged as well as other factors that affect risk for disciplinary action.
Surveys, forums, and other in-school discussions can help identify whether students and their
families think existing approaches to discipline are clear, transparent, and fair. Their feedback
can inform some of the most effective ways to troubleshoot existing systems.

Although peers and other social entities are influential, families are the first and early shapers of
children’s behaviors, values, and experiences, and serve an important protective function. Family
members may have their own challenges and risk factors that interfere with their important
caregiving and teaching functions. Including family members gives access to additional services
and supports, and provides schools with valuable information that otherwise might not be
considered.

Although the implementation of many of the ideas in this report does not require
new expenditures, some recommendations do depend on either new investments
or the reallocation of existing resources.

As several of the chapters suggest, there are strategies to improve school discipline that can be done

at little or no cost, such as greeting students by name, teaching and reinforcing positive behavioral
expectations, and carving out class time for problem solving on issues that are creating tensions
among students. The reality, however, is that adopting at least some of the ideas proposed in this
report is contingent on additional investments. Beyond tapping into various federal and state funding
sources, communities can leverage the investments already being made by multiple systems to support
behavioral interventions and school discipline reform. Education, health, law enforcement, and juvenile
justice systems all have a vested interest in keeping students in school and out of trouble with the law.
Combining resources to meet shared goals can help ensure that each dollar is being well spent and
redundancies in services (or conflicting strategies) are being addressed. Further, reducing the number of
students unnecessarily removed from school and creating an environment in which students are more
likely to attend helps schools preserve per-pupil funding allocations, which can be directed towards
professional development for educators or prevention and behavioral interventions for students,
among other priorities. Finally, schools need to ensure that investments are made in activities that have
clear rationales for implementation, whose effectiveness has been demonstrated, where fidelity to
quality standards has been established, and where cost efficiency has been considered.

20 | THE SCHOOL DISCIPLINE CONSENSUS REPORT



Readers should focus limited resources on the recommendations that are
most feasible for their community and hold the greatest potential for positive
change.

The policy statements and recommendations that are laid out in this report represent a menu
of options from which policymakers and practitioners should thoughtfully prioritize, based

on the distinct needs and existing resources for their schools. The report is not a sequential
plan that fits all jurisdictions. To make the best use of this report, readers should engage in

a collaborative process to determine their schools’ specific needs and where challenges are
most acute. Needs assessments are recommended in each chapter of the report and will help
inform how readers sequence subsequent activities and allocate resources where they can
make the greatest impact.

Thought should be given to how to build capacity and scale-up efforts. Small, immediate gains
are critical, but efforts should include a multi-year plan that includes identifying problems,
initiating short- and long-term change, sustaining efforts, and bringing efforts to full scale.
Finally, there are a number of organizations and entities that provide implementation

supports and technical assistance that can supply essential assistance in carrying out these
recommendations: for example, OSEP Technical Assistance Center on Positive Behavioral
Interventions and Supports; National Center on Safe Supportive Learning Environments; and the
Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning; among others.”®

There are a number of compelling problems associated with school discipline
that could not be fully explored in the report.

There is no question that there are many important, high-profile issues that are not given
in-depth consideration in this report, but rather are referenced within the discussion of school
disciplinary responses, such as the following topics:

B Schools have increasingly shown intolerance for bullying and every state has passed
legislation and/or policies to address this misconduct.t°Because volumes have been
written about the topic and considerable guidance and resources exist, that information
is not reiterated in the report. Instead, readers are directed to useful resources and
bullying is discussed only in the context of responsive disciplinary actions.

INTRODUCTION | 21



B Insome states, truancy also has driven ticketing of students (and parents) and other
disciplinary actions that run counter to achieving educational and juvenile justice goals.” The
report focuses on how enforcement of truancy laws can increase youths’ exposure to the
juvenile justice system, but does not tackle in-depth the issues of status offense reforms and
strategies to address students’ absence from school (versus their misbehavior in the school).

B Safe and drug-free schools have been at the top of the national agenda for schools, as
evidenced by the expanse of materials, technical assistance, and other resources the report
encourages readers to explore. In the context of this report, these issues are only considered
in their interplay with school discipline and how improving the learning environment and
student engagement can increase school safety and help students make healthy decisions.

B Thisreport does not discuss in depth important issues such as trauma-informed care,
adolescent brain science, and other health-based approaches that should inform
classroom management, prevention and intervention strategies, and responses to
misbehavior. When possible, these are raised in the text as possible training topics and
with links to resources for more information.

No two schools — or school districts — are the same.

How ideas in this report apply to states, counties, and municipalities depends on the
characteristics of a particular jurisdiction. No policy statement or recommendation is put
forward as a one-size-fits-all solution. Some advisors felt the problem statements might even
tend to resonate more with individuals engaged in large, urban schools than with smaller
rural or even suburban schools. Each school, community, and state has its own distinct
characteristics and culture, as well as needs and resources. The recommendations and promising
practices from the research and the field will almost certainly need to be tailored. The goal

is to help communities develop customized strategies to improve the rationality of school
discipline systems that will keep schools safe and engaging, improve academic performance,
reduce students’ involvement in the juvenile justice system, and minimize the dependence on
suspension and expulsion to manage student behaviors.

"In certain states, law enforcement officers (school based and patrol officers) are permitted to issue tickets to students on school campus for Class C
misdemeanors. When students receive a ticket they are required to appear in court (often municipal or Justice of the Peace court) with their parent; they
typically receive a fine or are required to perform community service. Ticketable offenses on a school campus may include disruption of class, disorderly
conduct, disruption of transportation, truancy, and simple assaults. See, e.g., Fowler, D. et al., Texas’ School-to-Prison Pipeline: Ticketing, Arrest & Use of Force

in Schools (Austin: Texas Appleseed, 2010), available at texasappleseed.net/images/stories/reports/Ticketing Booklet web.pdf . Parents in certain states may also

be penalized for a student’s truancy. In Michigan, for example, if a student receives a truancy citation and fails to appear in court, or if a youth is persistently
truant, a parent may be charged with a misdemeanor for failure to comply with compulsory school attendance laws. See, e.g., Perkins, T., “First Reading of
Truancy Ordinance Targeting Parents with Kids Passes; More ‘Teeth’ Promised,” mlive, March 1, 2014, accessed March 25, 2014,
mlive.com/news/ann-arbor/index.ssf/2014/03/first _reading of truancy ordin.html . See also overview of Michigan Attendance Laws. Michigan Department of Education
Office of Government Services and Customer Satisfaction, Compulsory School Attendance Policies and Grades (Lansing: Michigan Department of Education Office of
Government Services and Customer Satisfaction, 2002), available at michigan.gov/documents/compulsoryattendance 23182 7.pdf.
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CONDITIONS FOR LEARNING

SUMMARY OF POLICY STATEMENTS
AND RECOMMENDATIONS

School personnel work in partnership with students and their families; behavioral health,
child welfare, and juvenile justice professionals; and other community members to assess and
improve the school climate and conditions for learning.

RECOMMENDATION 1I: Collect stakeholder perception and disaggregated school discipline
data to formally assess and publicly report annually on the school climate and conditions for
learning within the school.

RECOMMENDATION 2: Examine the data with representatives from all stakeholder groups
to determine trends and identify areas for improvement that will strengthen all students’
conditions for learning.

RECOMMENDATION 3: Engage relevant stakeholders, and outside experts if needed,
in difficult discussions of underlying issues that may be contributing to patterns of
disproportionality revealed in the data.

School improvement plans include strategies and resources for improving the conditions for
learning and implementing alternatives to suspension and expulsion to manage student behavior.

RECOMMENDATION I: Ensure that relationships among students and adults in the school
are grounded in respect and trust.

RECOMMENDATION 2: In partnership with students, develop shared expectations for
behavior, with adults modeling appropriate behavior and communicating expectations clearly,
enforcing them consistently, and applying them equitably.

RECOMMENDATION 3: Engage students through instructional practices that are evidence-
based, student-centered, developmentally appropriate, grounded in a real-world context, and
that prepare them to be college and career ready.

RECOMMENDATION 4: Involve family and community members with connections to the
school through regular and meaningful opportunities to participate in school-based activities
and decision making.

RECOMMENDATION 5: Address physical facility conditions and school security procedures to
ensure schools are safe and feel secure while also being welcoming and orderly.
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District codes of conduct reflect and reinforce positive school climates and advance the goal
of keeping all students in safe and supportive schools—by articulating clear expectations
for student and adult behavior, as well as exhausting appropriate graduated and restorative
responses to students’ minor misconduct before resorting to suspension.

RECOMMENDATION I: Review and modify state laws, if necessary, to ensure they provide a
foundation for schools and districts to develop effective codes of conduct.

RECOMMENDATION 2: Regularly engage students, families, educators, and other
stakeholders in the school district in discussions about how the code can be improved to
clarify positive behavioral expectations for students and adults, and to ensure that disciplinary
policies address their diverse concerns.

RECOMMENDATION 3: Design a graduated system of developmentally appropriate responses
to misconduct that keeps students in school whenever possible, addresses the harm caused, and
considers the factors that may contribute to the problem, while encouraging students to take
responsibility for changing their behavior.

RECOMMENDATION 4: Create a space on the school campus for students who are receiving
disciplinary actions to go where they can continue to be engaged in instruction and receive
social, emotional, and behavioral supports as needed.

RECOMMENDATION 5: Provide students who are facing removal from school and their
parents/guardians with clear due process protections and continued educational services.

RECOMMENDATION 6: Assure successful implementation of codes of conduct (both
professional and student) by engaging all adults and youth affected by the provisions.
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School administrators and staff receive the necessary training, professional development,
job-embedded supports, and performance feedback to create effective learning environments
for all students.

RECOMMENDATION 1I: Provide current educators with the professional development and
ongoing supports needed to build positive connections with students, reinforce expectations
for behavior, de-escalate conflicts, implement constructive interventions, and create
supportive conditions for learning.

RECOMMENDATION 2: Create partnerships among school districts and educator preparation
groups, including university-based and alternative certification programs, to design pre-
service programs that include school climate and conditions for learning as integral curriculum
components.

RECOMMENDATION 3: Ensure that school principal evaluations include measures that
examine the extent to which principals are fostering a welcoming school climate and the
conditions necessary for learning for all students.

RECOMMENDATION 4: Expand school climate and conditions for learning indicators in
educators’ evaluations where a comprehensive school climate plan is in place and/or educators
have been provided with appropriate professional development and pre-service training to
monitor their progress on implementing strategies that improve the classroom environment.
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INTRODUCTION

CHOOL DISCIPLINARY POLICIES and practices are intricately linked
to the conditions for learning in schools. Conditions for learning, often referred
to as a critical element of “school climate,” can influence the extent to which
students misbehave and face disciplinary action. How educators and school
officials respond to that student misbehavior in turn affects students’ feelings

of connectedness, worth, and willingness to learn. As discussed below, students are less likely
to misbehave or drop out of school when they are engaged, feel valued at school, and their
environment is nurturing and supportive. Although educators, families, and other adults may
believe a school discipline system is effective when the school feels secure and orderly, students
may feel that discipline or safety measures are implemented in ways that make them feel less
welcome, trusted, and safe.

Schools play a critical role in developing the academic, social, and emotional skills that help
children learn to interact in a respectful manner, resolve conflict peacefully, and mature into
contributing members of their communities.” To effectively develop these competencies,
however, students must feel supported, connected to their teachers and staff, encouraged to do
well, and physically and emotionally safe—all part of the conditions necessary for learning.

This view of conditions for learning requires an expanded understanding of order and safety

in schools. Beyond basic compliance with schools’ rules and lack of chaos in the building,

order refers to adherence to a culture and accepted norms in which all members of the school
community (adults and students) interact in a respectful and largely predictable manner.
Creating this type of environment permits school and classroom activities to be carried out
effectively. In this view, schools must consider both the physical and the psychological aspects
of safety—that is, to what extent do students and staff feel protected from disrespectful,
demeaning, or threatening behavior, as well as from physical attacks and violent crime?”’

Much attention has centered on removing students from the classroom or the school as the
primary strategy for addressing student misconduct and maintaining order and safety in
schools. However, an overreliance on suspensions, expulsions,? and arrests has been shown as
counterproductive to achieving many of a school’s goals and has had tremendously negative
consequences for youth.? In contrast, schools that have prioritized strategies for achieving a
positive school climate are demonstrating that preventive and productive interventions can not
only improve safety and order, but also keep youth in school, engaged, and learning. Schools
that are intentionally improving school climate and putting into place alternatives to suspension

*Social and emotional skills, such as empathy, impulse control, and problem solving, are related to an individual’s ability to recognize and manage his or her own
emotions and form relationships with others.
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are also making progress in limiting the disproportionate impact of disciplinary practices on
students of color, students with disabilities, and youth who identity as gender non-conforming
and/or lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender (LGBT).*

A Roadmap to the Chapter

This chapter explains what is meant by a positive school climate and supportive conditions
for learning. It starts at the school level by outlining the steps in analyzing and strengthening
the school climate while reducing disciplinary actions that take youth out of school. It then
considers the policies and systems required to support schools in this process. Guidance is
provided on how to engage stakeholders in examining policies and practices that shape a
school’s culture and learning environment. The recommendations call for the development

of data-driven action plans to address areas that need improvement. Recommendations also
focus on establishing and reviewing district codes of conduct, which articulate behavioral
expectations and consequences, to ensure they align with the goals of a positive school climate.
Finally, the chapter outlines a continuous improvement process by which educators and other
staff should receive training, evaluation, and ongoing support.

Background

Recognition of the importance of a safe, nurturing, and productive learning environment is not
new. Decades of research underscore the central role of school climate in creating successful
schools and reducing student disciplinary actions, yet school climate and conditions for learning
are not universally understood or prioritized. Perhaps because of this, strategies to improve the
learning environment are often an afterthought in decision making about school policies. The
research and literature reviewed in this chapter are meant to provide a context for the report’s
recommendations and to help inform the definitions for this report.
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‘ KEY TERMS: SCHOOL CLIMATE AND CONDITIONS FOR LEARNING ‘

For teachers to teach and students to learn, they must be safe, connected, and supported in their
classrooms and schools. Students and staff must also feel they are valued, challenged, and respected.
Although “school climate” refers to the entire quality and character of school life,® “conditions for
learning” are those elements of climate that students experience personally and that directly affect
academic outcomes. Creating these conditions for teaching and learning is achieved through a variety

of mechanisms that includes providing educators with the tools, training, and supports to promote clear
expectations for and the achievement of positive adult and student behavior. Successful efforts create
classroom and schoolwide settings that promote positive relationships, are physically and psychologically
safe, and are conducive to instruction that is engaging, relevant, and responsive to students’ needs.

School system leaders, educators, and members of the school community know that it is not
enough to simply hang student artwork on the walls, have teacher appreciation days, or hold
monthly student assemblies to achieve a positive school climate. There is a range of strategies
and principles that need to be considered to achieve an environment that is truly safe, nurturing,
and supportive for students and teachers.

Perspectives about which strategies are needed to create the best conditions for learning can
vary significantly from one school or district to the next. For example, parent engagement may
include a monthly newsletter, regular parent meetings during nonworking hours, a parenting
program, diversity night celebrations, and parent representatives on the school improvement
team or as classroom volunteers. A school that says it engages its parents may be referring to
any one or many of these activities. Variation is an appropriate response to differences in the
strengths and needs of different schools; however, it can mask the lack of systematic attention
to school climate, in which a full range of strategies is considered and then tailored to the
distinct needs of particular schools.
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What the Research Says

While there are varying perceptions of the meaning of school climate or conditions for learning,
policymakers and practitioners agree that all students should have access to physically and
emotionally safe instructional environments that support the development of prosocial
relationships, reduce risky behavior, increase student engagement and achievement, and
prepare youth to be successful members of society. Positive school climate and conditions for
learning are associated with the following positive outcomes:

B Few incidences of school violence as well as increased staff and student feelings of
safety’

B High academic achievement, including improved grades and test scores®

B Strong student attendance,® which in turn has been associated with improved academic
performance and graduation rate'®

Minimal engagement in risky behaviors, including substance abuse”

B High levels of student engagement and self-discipline, due in part to the emphasis on
cooperative learning and respectful interaction that help promote good behaviors®
(with less likelihood of being referred to the office for disciplinary reasons or to receive a
formal disciplinary action')

B Strong attachment to school and positive student relationships with adults and peers,*
which are associated with student engagement and satisfaction'

B High levels of staff satisfaction, involvement, and investment'®

Schools across the nation have been implementing several major approaches to create the
necessary conditions for learning.” The first three below are focused on developing students’
capacities to manage their own behavior and effectively interact with others, and the remaining
three are focused on schoolwide mechanisms for building community and understanding and
responding proactively to students’ needs.'

Social and Emotional Learning (SEL)

SEL is the process for learning life skills related to understanding and managing emotions

and how to interact appropriately with others. SEL competencies such as problem solving,
teamwork, and respectful disagreement, among other abilities, help students develop a sense
of self that ultimately enables them to better control their emotions, communicate, and resolve
conflicts peacefully.” SEL programs also advance the capacity of adults working with students
to serve as role models and to better address students’ needs. SEL programs have been

shown to improve students’ social competence, self-awareness, connection to school, positive
interactions with others, and academic performance.?° Schools can use an SEL framework

to foster an overall climate of inclusion, warmth, and respect, which can promote prosocial
behavior, minimize student misbehavior, and support academic success.
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Positive Youth Development (PYD)

PYD is a comprehensive framework that is linked to students’ developmental stages. It provides
guidance on the supports young people need to become successful, contributing adults. PYD
emphasizes the importance of building on the strengths and abilities that youth bring to the
classroom rather than focusing on their risk factors or perceived deficits.?’ High-quality PYD
programs promote students’ physical and emotional safety; senses of belonging, ownership, and
self-worth; supportive relationships with peers and adults; and they offer opportunities for skill
building. These characteristics have been shown to reduce risky behavior and improve students’
social, emotional, and academic success.?

Character Education

Character education incorporates a broad range of approaches that promote the academic,
social, emotional, and ethical development of young people.?? It is typically composed of two
elements: 1) performance character education, which focuses on teaching students to work hard,
develop their talents, and strive for excellence; and 2) moral character education, which helps
students develop social skills such as displaying respect, fairness, and honesty.?

Positive Behavior Support (PBS)"

PBS provides a framework for creating schoolwide systems of support that teach and reinforce
appropriate student behaviors.?> Schools following a PBS approach apply a multi-tiered
continuum of positive behavioral approaches, focusing first on strategies to improve school
climate and behaviors for all students, and then developing targeted supports for students who
struggle to meet expectations related to behavior.?

* PBS is also referred to as Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS) or School-Wide Positive Behavioral Supports (SWPBS).
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School Development Program (SDP)

SDP embraces a nine-element process to foster positive school and classroom climate and
create optimal conditions for teaching and learning. It emphasizes the critical link between child
development and learning through the alignment of developmentally appropriate curriculum,
instruction, and assessment.?’ SDP uses multiple teams to develop a comprehensive school
plan to create a supportive learning environment, design and conduct staff development, and
assess and modify the plan as needed using a wide range of student and school-level data to
ensure continuous improvement. The teams, which focus on school planning and management,
student and staff support, and parents and families, engage in decision making by consensus
and collaboration.

Restorative Practices

Restorative practices promote strong interpersonal relationships and community building. They
also provide students with meaningful opportunities to be accountable for their actions and
responsible for helping to make their school a safe and nurturing place. Students are taught
basic social skills to problem solve and de-escalate conflict, thereby contributing to healthier
school climates.?® The restorative approach encourages youth who have misbehaved to take
responsibility by repairing harm and restoring relationships with the parties affected by the
wrongdoing.?® Adults learn to employ a continuum of preventive restorative practices, most of
which address problems that could spark misbehavior if left unattended.

For any of these approaches to be successful, they must be implemented effectively. And
although these approaches are distinct, they can and should be aligned.?® Some schools and
districts assume that because they have carried out one or more of these approaches (or some
aspect of these approaches), they have created a positive school climate. However, a more
comprehensive approach is required to ensure that schools provide the essential conditions
for learning.”
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THE VIRGINIA HIGH SCHOOL SAFETY STUDY

The Virginia High School Safety Study found that schools with higher levels of structure and support had
less bullying and victimization among their students. The study drew on a statewide sample of 7,300

9" grade students and 2,900 teachers randomly selected from 290 high schools in the state.?> Students
and teachers were surveyed about whether school rules were both fair and strictly enforced; whether
students who violated rules were likely to be punished; and whether teachers treated students with respect,
wanted them to be successful, and were responsive to requests for assistance, among other questions.

The figure below displays levels of bullying and other victimization across four categories of schools,
along the axes of structure and support. Schools with high structure and high support had the lowest
levels of victimization and bullying.®
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rates of suspension for
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Source: Reprinted with permission from Gregory, A.et al., “Authoritative School Discipline:
The purpose of the study High School Practices Associated with Lower Student Bullying and Victimization,” Journal

) of Educational Psychology, 102, (2010) 483-496.
was to develop a validated

school climate survey. The resulting instrument, which is called the Authoritative School Climate Survey (ASCS),
is designed for both students and educators in grades 7-12 and is undergoing additional analyses to improve its
reliability and validity across age, gender, and racial groups.®
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Current State of Practice

Creating the necessary conditions for learning is not prioritized equally or consistently across
school systems, despite evidence that a positive school climate improves students’ academic
performance and engagement, improves their behavior, and reduces the need for disciplinary
interventions. School climate has often taken a back seat to school improvement efforts
focused on curriculum standards, testing, and educator effectiveness. Many educators are
concerned that in this era of high-stakes accountability they cannot attend to school climate
without sacrificing academic achievement gains.

Faced with shrinking budgets, most states and districts have been forced to make difficult
decisions about how to prioritize resources. Unfortunately, the resources and supports that
promote conditions for learning are usually among the first to be eliminated. Specialized
instructional support personnel positions,” non-core academic courses, and supplementary
resources for struggling students have also been drastically reduced in recent years, even though
these and other supports are critical for learning. These staff and supports help create an
environment that meets the diverse needs of students and equips schools with the capacity to
recognize and respond to behavioral issues before they develop into disciplinary problems.

Policymakers at all levels of the education system are increasingly interested in just how
critical a role school climate and conditions for learning can play in reform efforts, particularly
for low-performing schools. The U.S. Department of Education, for example, established
principles for improving low-performing schools through Elementary and Secondary Education
Act (ESEA) flexibility requests,?*® and through school improvement grants (SIGs) focused

on school climate improvement. Schools have the option of using funds for “establishing a
school environment that improves school safety and discipline and addressing other non-
academic factors that impact student achievement, such as students’ social, emotional, and
health needs.”¥ Some state policymakers and administrators are also increasingly including
school discipline and climate indicators in new teacher and principal evaluation systems. The
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA),?® too, requires school districts identified as
having serious problems to invest federal funds in early intervention services if large racial
disparities in exclusionary discipline are detected.? While these advancements are promising,
policymakers and practitioners at all levels need to better understand the relationship
between school climate, discipline, and student success, and to prioritize the creation of
positive and supportive conditions for learning in schools.

Building on the work that has been done in schools and districts across the country, and in
keeping with a growing body of research, this chapter provides 18 recommendations for

" Specialized instructional support personnel include school-based counselors, psychologists, social workers, nurses, and other staff focused on promoting stu-
dents’ healthy development and academic, social, and emotional skills in ways that position them to achieve better academic and developmental outcomes.
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improving school climate and conditions for learning in ways that will help reduce the need

for exclusionary discipline practices. School and district administrators and staff know that
cultivating the full range of recommended strategies to improve conditions for learning will take
time and patience, but by working with students, families, partners in the school community,
and others, they can achieve steady improvement. Recognizing the practical realities of the
change process is important in implementing the recommendations offered in this chapter:

B Transparency is necessary. A transparent process anticipates and explains the
need for ongoing corrections and charts progress on disciplinary and other measures.
Transparency includes a commitment to publicly reporting disaggregated discipline data

annually to the public.°

B The process challenges biases and entrenched thinking among all stakeholders.
Changing behavior often requires the entire school community to examine its own beliefs
and attitudes that may be contributing to patterns of discipline or interventions in which
certain students are being treated differently from their peers.

B Theapproach must be comprehensive. ldeally the approach to school climate
improvement should be wide ranging, recognizing that in some cases improvement
efforts will need to be sequenced to deal with the realities of limited funding and
resources. A program or targeted strategy (e.g., school safety or bullying prevention)
needs to be part of a broader, comprehensive strategy to provide all students with a
learning environment that motivates, challenges, and supports them while also keeping
them safe.

B Top-level and grassroots support is essential. Policymakers cannot mandate school
climate change. Real reform requires the support and active involvement of the entire
range of individuals affected by school policy as well as those on the front lines of
implementing it. Although some schools have benefitted from a strong grassroots-
led effort, lasting transformations can be undermined if there is not also supportive
leadership. School system leaders must be able to set priorities, create the necessary
infrastructure, and realign needed resources.

B There must be shared accountability. Stakeholders—from school staff and bus
drivers to community-based organizations to students and their families—must be
invested together and collectively responsible for improving the quality of the learning
environment.
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School personnel work in partnership with students and their families; behavioral health,
child welfare, and juvenile justice professionals; and other community members to assess
and improve the school climate and conditions for learning.

Before embarking on a process to improve school climate, all stakeholders® must develop

a common vision for a positive school climate and the conditions necessary for learning,
understand its value in minimizing suspensions and expulsions, and appreciate the urgency
in realizing that goal. Creating a common vision will demonstrate a commitment to creating
healthy, high-quality educational environments where

B students feel welcome, are connected to adults in the building, and are supported to
learn and achieve;

B educators have high expectations for students and work to resolve conflict and address
misbehavior in constructive ways that keep students in school; and

B educators have a strong professional culture in which they see themselves as individually
and collectively responsible for student success.

When educators and school system leaders walk into a school building they quickly get an
impression of the school’s climate by observing interactions between students and staff, taking
stock of the condition of the building, and witnessing the level of students’ engagement and
involvement in class. This observational information is important, but is based on very limited
information. A more comprehensive examination of the learning environment can reveal patterns
of behavior and adult responses that may not be readily apparent yet have implications for
student well-being and success, particularly for struggling groups of students. By collecting and
analyzing a range of quantitative and qualitative data, including surveys and discussions with
stakeholders, schools can develop more integrated improvement efforts tailored to their needs.

Numerous tools have been developed to help schools objectively and reliably measure climate and
conditions for learning. While many school climate surveys are locally devised and not empirically
tested, a growing number of states and districts are recognizing that school climate surveys must

be validated for the target population and their measures must include safety and discipline
indicators as well as stakeholder perceptions.* The National Center on Safe and Supportive Learning
Environments (NCSSLE) maintains a compendium of these validated school climate survey tools.*
In addition, the U.S. Department of Education is developing a series of national School Climate
Surveys for middle and high school students, staff, and parents, which will cover three main domains
of school climate—engagement, safety, and environment.*® Reliable school climate surveys and
discipline data can help facilitate data-driven decisions that improve student outcomes.**

* This group of individuals that are connected with the school and its students is collectively referred to as the “school community” throughout the document.
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Once data has been collected, a well-conceived process is needed for analysis. Through careful
examination of the data, schools and districts can identify ways to reduce the use of suspension
and expulsion, and address disparities revealed by the assessment related to disciplinary
responses by race, gender, ethnicity, English Language Learner (ELL), and LGBT-status.*®

Engaging all stakeholders also provides a foundation for a shared process where all individuals
feel invested in its direction and success. While this can be time consuming and challenging for
school leaders, research demonstrates that deeply engaging members of the school community
provides the essential keystone for effective school reform.+

RECOMMENDATION I: Collect stakeholder perception and disaggregated school discipline
data to formally assess and publicly report annually on the school climate and conditions
for learning within the school.

In a comprehensive school climate assessment, stakeholder perception data should be
examined in tandem with school discipline data collected for all students as detailed in the
Data Collection chapter to this report. The assessment should also complement or include data
collection on such issues as school safety and behavioral health needs. Discipline data and
survey data should also be disaggregated by students’ race, gender, ELL, and disability status to
allow monitoring of disproportionate impact, and surveys should include questions that allow
youth to self-identify their sexual orientation should they choose to do so. The information
gleaned from surveys of teachers, staff, students, and other stakeholders can be regularly used
for school and classroom decision making. Within the limits of laws prohibiting disclosure of
personally identifiable information, this data must be publicly reported at least annually to
ensure that the process is transparent. States and districts’ annual reports should include an
analysis of the data at the macro level and help ensure that data is used to identify trends,
address disparities, and determine areas in which additional guidance or support is necessary.
Surveys should be administered to maintain the confidentiality of student, staff, and family
respondents.
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When selecting or creating a survey instrument to assess school climate, schools and districts should
ensure that the survey

m includes questions related to disciplinary policies, student support and engagement, educator
support, integration of prosocial skills into the school day, prevalence of bullying and harassment,
and student and teacher victimization:*8

m solicits student, family, and school personnel responses;’

m will yield reliable information (schools can draw from previously tested surveys as a starting point);*
and
m can be completed quickly (ideally in less than 20 minutes).

School leaders or improvement team members may also want to conduct focus groups,

individual interviews, and direct observations to collect additional information about the learning
environment. Schools and districts should prioritize the school climate issues they are most
concerned about prior to collecting the data to ensure that the right questions and instruments are
used to collect information from the right people. As schools and districts implement strategies to
improve their conditions for learning, they should gauge their progress against the baseline data
initially collected as well as against the data collected at regular intervals.

SCHOOL CLIMATE DATA COLLECTION
GEORGIA STATE DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION

As part of its No Child Left Behind (NCLB) flexibility waiver, Georgia developed the College and Career
Ready Performance Index (CCRPI) to take the place of the Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) measure

as the state’s new accountability system. Starting in the 201415 school year, as part of CCRPI, student
attendance, student discipline, school climate, and substance abuse/violent incidents will be included in
the report encompassing the dimensions described below. This "school climate star rating" will be used as
a diagnostic tool for school and district improvement. The 5-star overall rating requires high marks on the
following components:

School Climate—The climate score is determined by the Georgia Student Health Survey and related staff and
family surveys. Seventy-five percent of students in grades 6-12 and staff and family members must complete
the surveys. Georgia is also piloting @ mental health survey with a sampling of 10 percent of students to identify
particular mental health needs. Congruency of responses among stakeholders—for example, whether students
and family members agree that they feel welcome in the school building—contributes to the rating as well.

* Although the research does not support that family and other stakeholder perceptions of school climate are necessarily accurate, such perceptions do provide
important information about whether these audiences feel welcome in school and reveal perspectives and concerns that can be addressed by school leaders.
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Student Discipline—All schools must collect and report data on in-school and out-of-school suspension and
expulsion. Each student is counted once (even if the student is suspended multiple times) and the rate is weighted by
the severity of the response (e.g., a student with an out-of-school suspension for an offense that caused harm
will be weighted more heavily than a student with an in-school suspension for repeatedly talking in class).®

Safe and Substance-Free Environment—Schools collect data on the number of violent incidents at the
school as well as student survey items related to school safety and substance use.

Schoolwide Attendance—Schoolwide attendance is measured by the average daily attendance (ADA) of
students, teachers, administrators, and other staff members.

Each of the four components is weighted equally and averaged into a composite score, which translates into
a one- to five-star rating. Schools with lower ratings receive interventions and supports for improving school climate.
Georgia is also exploring assigning additional points for schools that have reduced disciplinary disproportionality.

JEFFERSON COUNTY PUBLIC SCHOOLS
JEFFERSON COUNTY, KY

The Jefferson County Public Schools system (JCPS) has been working to reduce the high frequency of
exclusionary discipline taking place across the district. The district requires every school to continuously
collect, report, and monitor school climate and discipline data. Data collection consists of the following:

Comprehensive School Survey (CSS)—Each year schools administer the CSS to all classified and
certified school staff, all parents/guardians, all middle and high school students, and all 4" and 5" grade
students. The survey focuses on respondents’ perceptions of school climate, safety, quality of instruction, and
job satisfaction for school staff.

Teaching, Empowering, Leading, and Learning Survey (TELL)—In collaboration with the New
Teacher Center, the state of Kentucky is administering the biannual TELL survey, a reliable and validated tool
administered to all school-level educators to measure how they feel about their working conditions.”’ The
survey looks specifically at the extent to which teachers feel supported and challenged, their ability to manage
student conduct, and opportunities for leadership and professional development.

Behavior Dashboard [Discipline Data]—JCPS maintains a just-in-time dashboard of behavior data to
monitor in-school and out-of-school suspensions and referrals to alternative education. Data is disaggregated
and color-coded by race, ethnicity, socio-economic status, and other factors to help identify when schools and
districts are disproportionately disciplining certain groups of students.

Data collected through the surveys and behavior reported in the dashboard is part of the district’s quality
indicators of schools and used to develop strategic plans and the district's improvement plan. At the individual
school level, principals examine school climate data in conjunction with suspension data to develop their annual
comprehensive school improvement plans.
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BALTIMORE CITY PUBLIC SCHOOLS
BALTIMORE, MD

In Baltimore City Public Schools (BCPS), the Office of Student Support and Safety provides a
comprehensive and integrated system of student support services to help schools create and maintain
a positive school climate. The resources offered to measure school discipline and climate include the
following:33

School Climate Report—To help schools better understand their school climate data, the Office of
Student Support and Safety routinely disseminates school-level Climate Reports. These reports show
comparisons of enrollment, attendance, suspensions, chronic absence, and withdrawals across two years.
They also provide questions for administrators and staff to consider, based on the data provided, to help
improve school climate and reduce disciplinary incidents.>

School Climate Walk Tool—Liaisons from the BCPS Office of Student Support and Safety also conduct
“School Climate Walks” in every school in the district. Using an observational framework, liaisons observe
how students and adults in the school building interact with each other, the condition of the school facility,
and other indicators of school climate. After liaisons have conducted their observations and completed the
School Climate Walk assessment tool, they provide feedback to principal support coaches. The coaches and
liaisons meet with individual principals to review the findings, disseminate feedback, and offer support.

Safety Walk Tool—This tool helps school administrators collect data to assess the safety and security
of school buildings. School police and other members of the security team conduct this assessment, which
covers issues including visitor protocols and procedures, entrance security, and monitoring procedures.

While these tools have not yet been statistically tested for validity, they do provide useful feedback to
school leaders and to the district about the type of learning environment being fostered in each school.
BCPS has found that because the assessment is not used for evaluative purposes, principals are more
open and reflective about their schools’ climates and have made significant efforts to improve the learning
environment based on the results of the assessment.
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RECOMMENDATION 2: Examine the data with representatives from all stakeholder
groups to determine trends and identify areas forimprovement that will strengthen all
students’ conditions for learning.

Once data is collected, school leaders must engage the entire school community and
community-based partners in a discussion about what the data reveals about the conditions for
learning, and identify any perceived deficits or areas in which more information is still required
to isolate the cause of a particular finding. These conversations may happen in a variety of
forums and should be ongoing. It is critical that there be a process to ensure that stakeholders
are aware of the opportunity to engage with administrators to share their feedback about the
data. School leaders can organize meetings specifically to discuss school climate issues with
staff, parents, families, and students, or they might choose to leverage existing meetings,

such as PTA meetings or back-to-school nights, to hold these discussions. The feedback from
stakeholders should be part of reports on conditions for learning made to the district.

Public reports on the data should include possible explanations for particular findings of
interest in a way that propels and supports discussion and positive action. School officials
should highlight and be prepared to discuss whether particular groups of students appear to be
disproportionately impacted by certain policies and practices.

School officials, in coordination with any teams working on these issues, should lead the
school community through this process of interpreting the data to identify trends and areas for
improvement, and determine next steps. Questions that may help start these conversations
include the following:*

Patterns

m What are the specific offenses for which students are being suspended most often?

m What percentage of disciplinary referrals results in suspensions? What about other, less
punitive actions?

m Arethere days, times, or locations where a disproportionate number of referrals occur?

m What are the trends by grade level in feelings of engagement, safety, and in disciplinary
actions?

m Isthe experience of safety, support, and respect different for different groups of
students, such as students from different racial groups, ethnicities, genders, sexual
orientations, or academic abilities?

m Arereferral rates or suspension rates greater for different groups of students, such as by
race, gender, ELL, disability, or self-identified LGBT status?
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Consistency
m Isdiscipline being meted out fairly with respect to subjective offenses?

m How are subjective offenses like defiance or disrespect typically handled? What are
the criteria for determining when talking back or misbehavior reaches the threshold for
requiring exclusionary disciplinary action or arrest?

m [sstaff implementing the interventions consistently?

m Arevictims’ concerns being addressed consistently?

School leaders may choose to designate a committee or existing team, such as a school
improvement or leadership team, to direct and prioritize the school climate work, monitor
progress, report data in an accessible and transparent manner, and engage the broader school
community in these efforts.?® Districts can support this work by providing needed additional
supports to schools, and even classrooms, revealed by the data as struggling with creating
conditions conducive for learning. The information should be used for improvement. Districts
can also play a valuable role in facilitating the sharing of best practices for improving school
climate and managing student misconduct across schools and districts.

RECOMMENDATION 3: Engage relevant stakeholders, and outside experts if needed,
in difficult discussions of underlying issues that may be contributing to patterns of
disproportionality revealed in the data.

School discipline and climate data should also serve as a springboard for difficult conversations
among school staff about patterns of practice that result in disparate impact on individuals or
groups of students. These discussions should probe why some students are being punished, and
feeling disengaged and unsafe more often than other groups of students. The impact school
discipline and climate have on these students and the school community should be considered.
For example, educators may not realize the amount of instructional time that students lose
when they are suspended for minor offenses, such as dress code or cell phone violations.
Surveys or discussions with students may reveal that students who have been suspended

for these minor offenses feel less connected to teachers, believe they were treated unfairly
compared to their peers, and feel less valued or supported—particularly if they think they had

a good reason for violating the rule. Review of the data can lead to discussions with teachers
about using alternative responses to misbehavior that keep students engaged in the classroom
but meet teachers’ needs for attending to other students and maintaining order.

All members of the school staff—from classroom teachers to front office staff to bus drivers—
should be involved in discussions to identify the root causes of these patterns. Educators need
to be given the opportunity to look at the data and discuss the institutional policies and any
underlying cultural, economic, gender, racial, and other biases that may be contributing to the
disparity in discipline and lack of student engagement.”’
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Many schools are already having discussions related to achievement gaps among racial groups.>®
By expanding these conversations to include discussions about behavior and discipline issues,
educators can contribute critical information about the obstacles to closing the gaps and help
develop solutions for addressing the disproportionate impact of exclusionary discipline practices
on students of color and other populations. Staff needs to honestly assess beliefs and attitudes
with respect to various groups of students. Staff must also then identify ways in which school
personnel can work towards creating a learning environment where all students are supported
and expected to succeed.

Conversations about equity, race, gender identity, and sexual orientation in relation to conditions
for learning and discipline should be ongoing. Schools and districts around the country have
instituted several strategies for sustaining a focus on these issues, including the following:

m Engaging a facilitator to help lead some of the conversations with school staff. As
neutral third parties, facilitators can raise difficult questions that school leaders may be
uncomfortable posing.

m Designing specific professional development for all school staff on cultural competency
issues (e.g., race, gender, or sexual orientation) that reflect that school’s demographics.>

m Organizing discussions where educators, families, and students come together to
address barriers to learning faced by particular groups of students;®® issues related to
gender identity and sexual orientation; and concerns about policies and practices that
undermine staff and student feelings of being supported and valued.

m Dedicating time during regular district supervisor and administrator meetings to discuss
equity and eliminating the achievement and opportunity gaps.

After data on school climate and conditions for learning have been collected, analyzed, and
interpreted, the foundation has been set for creating comprehensive school improvement plans.
The recommendations in the section that follows help ensure that improvement plans reflect
the particular needs and priorities of a school and its community of stakeholders.

School improvement plans include strategies for improving the conditions for learning and
implementing alternatives to suspension and expulsion to manage student behavior.

With incident data and an understanding of the school community’s perceptions about
conditions for learning, school climate, and discipline practices, school officials and their
partners can develop a plan to address identified problems and assess the resources available
for implementation. To the extent possible, schools should develop a comprehensive School
Improvement Plan (SIP), where school discipline, safety, and climate goals and activities are
fully integrated into existing academically oriented approaches. As of September 2013, 23 states
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required all schools or districts to adopt SIPs, with an additional 16 states requiring schools or
districts that have been identified as not meeting performance standards to adopt SIPs.%
States that do not have statutory language regarding SIPs may have state regulations that
provide such direction or may leave regulation to the discretion of district or local entities.

Education leaders often mistake an existing SIP or a school safety plan for a roadmap for
improving school climate and conditions for learning. However, SIPs often do not accomplish
this goal because they typically focus primarily on academic measures such as test scores

and grades. School safety plans tend to concentrate on crisis/critical incidents and physical
security improvement measures.®? Even when conditions for learning and school climate issues
are addressed in an SIP or other improvement plan, they are generally not given prominent

or detailed focus. Feedback from practitioners indicates that when a comprehensive plan

does exist that includes these goals, the plans tend to simply sit on the shelf and are not fully
implemented. District officials who are tasked with reviewing SIPs should be helping schools
integrate school climate and conditions for learning more firmly in academically oriented plans
and providing supports and assistance with implementation.

Given the range of plans that may exist in each school, education leaders should consider
how conditions for learning, SIPs, and school safety plans can be coordinated to leverage
the work often being done on parallel tracks. When developing school climate aspects of a
comprehensive plan, school leaders should take the following steps to ensure the plan is clear
and reasonable:

1. Determine specific goals for conditions for learning, school climate, and safety based on

available data, including information on crime or safety concerns raised by law
enforcement data collection and by surveys on victimization and perceived safety.53

2. Develop a work plan with actionable tasks, staff assignments, and a timeline for carrying
out activities.

3. Identify specific, measurable indicators that will demonstrate when activities are
effective and track them.

4, Develop processes for reviewing progress towards goals and identifying steps to address
problems, gaps, or the need to reallocate resources.
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SCHOOL CLIMATE IMPROVEMENT PLANS: WESTBROOK PUBLIC SCHOOLS
WESTBROOK, CT

In 2012, with the support of the superintendent and local board of education, Westbrook Public Schools
adopted the National School Climate Standards, which provide a framework for identifying school climate
goals.®* In accordance with Connecticut's 2010 anti-bullying legislation, which required schools to conduct
school climate surveys every two years, the superintendent selected the Comprehensive School Climate
Inventory (CSCI), a valid and reliable survey instrument, and required schools to survey annually students,
staff, and families in every grade.®® Schools were asked to examine discipline data along with other student
data, such as attendance, tardiness, existence of risky behaviors, and student mobility, that can influence
or be influenced by the school climate. This information guided the development of schools’ climate goals
and activities, which were integrated into their school improvement plans and submitted to the district. The

district then identified themes and broad-based goals to develop its safe school climate plan, required by
Connecticut state statute.

Once a school climate improvement plan has been developed, resources must be allocated

to execute the activities articulated in the plan. School personnel should be assured that
they will have time and support to fully implement school climate improvement measures.
There are many steps for creating positive learning environments and preventing misbehavior
that can be built into routines without the need for additional resources. Other activities will
require some reallocation of resources or reprioritization of time to accomplish. The IDEA
permits schools to use up to 15 percent of their Part B funds for early intervention services,®
which can include activities designed to address behavior issues. Some districts may even

be required by states to use funds towards behavior interventions and supports.®’ For school
climate improvement activities that require additional resources, such as specialized training,
curricula development, and hiring additional school staff, resources such as general operating
funds can be redistributed to cover costs. Districts such as Oakland, CA, and Nashville,

TN, are using existing funds for professional development on integrating approaches that
advance social and emotional skills into regular instruction. Using substitute teachers or
rotating existing staff to cover classrooms can make it possible for educators to conduct peer
observations or engage in professional discussions around effective strategies to engage
students and create a culture of learning.

New public funding streams support school and district efforts to create safe and welcoming
learning environments. These include funding programs provided by the U.S. Departments of
Education, Justice, and Health and Human Services.®® Private funding sources are also available
to support school climate improvement efforts.
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PRIVATE SUPPORT FOR SCHOOL CLIMATE IMPROVEMENT

CASEL Collaborating Districts Initiative

The Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL) has launched the Collaborating
Districts Initiative (CDI) to build the capacity of districts to incorporate high-quality, evidence-based social
and emotional learning into school improvement efforts. The CDI engages eight large school districts
(Anchorage, AK; Austin, TX; Cleveland, OH; Chicago, IL; Nashville, TN; Oakland, CA; Sacramento, CA;

and Washoe County, NV) to plan, implement, and monitor systemic changes that will integrate social and
emotional learning into their academic programs.®® In addition to supporting these school districts, CASEL is
also documenting lessons learned from the pilot districts to inform the development of tools and strategies
that will integrate social and emotional learning in curricula across the country. For more information, visit
casel.org/collaborating-districts .”°

The Philadelphia Foundation’s Fund for Children

In spring 2013, the School District of Philadelphia received a three-year grant from the Philadelphia
Foundation’s Fund for Children to improve school climate.”” Technical assistance and training is being
provided to 20 district schools to help develop a continuum of behavioral support to all students. The work
also includes integrating a restorative approach and non-punitive-focused responses to misbehavior to
create a positive, inclusive learning environment. Two nonprofit organizations—the Devereux Center for
Effective Schools and the International Institute for Restorative Practices—will conduct the training in
2013-16. The School District's Office of Student Support Services will monitor the initiative.

The recommendations that follow are organized into five key dimensions of school climate
that administrators and educators at all levels—district, school and classroom—can have a
hand in advancing: 1) interpersonal relationships; 2) behavioral expectations; 3) engaged
learning; 4) family and community involvement; and 5) physical environment. School climate
improvement plans to address these dimensions should include a mix of shorter and longer
term efforts to show progress and build trust and support for deeper cultural shifts in schools.

RECOMMENDATION I: Ensure that relationships among students and adults in the school
are grounded in respect and trust.

Although strong relationships are critical to a positive school climate, they are often an
afterthought, given the other pressures to improve student achievement and school safety.”
Yet research has demonstrated that when students feel connected to their schools, teachers,
and peers, they are more likely to succeed academically, develop as students, and be better
behaved.”? In an effort to promote caring and respectful interactions on a systemic level, many
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schools are working to build a culture in which forming trusting relationships is highly valued

and developing mutual understanding and shared behavioral expectations binds students and
adults into a community of learners. When such an environment is well established, it is easier
to respond effectively to misbehavior and enable students and adults to engage in the process

of restoring relationships and repairing harm.™

Setting the proper tone begins with school leaders, who are ultimately responsible for creating
this supportive, trusting culture among school staff.”> Developing these relationships entails
more than simply complimenting staff or holding a staff retreat. Rather, school and district
leaders must establish both respect and personal regard for staff, actively listen to their
concerns, and promote opportunities to support professional discourse and development.

Supporting All Staff

m Designate time for staff to meet and develop positive relationships with youth
m Ensure all staff are represented on committees that examine school climate issues

Supporting Classroom Educators and
Specialized Instructional Support Staff

Supporting Other School Staff

m Establish common planning time for
educators (either by grade level or subject)

m Create professional growth tracks, with
opportunities to take on new leadership
roles, such as team leaders, mentors for
new educators, and practicum supervisors
for pre-service educators’ clinical
placements

m Allocate time for professional learning
communities (PLC)’ and other opportunities
for educators to observe and interact with peers

m Invite other personnel (such as administrative
personnel, building maintenance, cafeteria
staff, and school resource officers) to attend
instructional staff meetings on issues
relating to managing student behavior and
improving school climate

m Enlist school staff's support in observing
student behavior and identifying proactive
measures and solutions to problems in
settings where there may be no teachers
(e.g., hallways, lunchroom, parking lot, or bus)

Developing a culture of professionalism where staff feels valued lays the groundwork for a
school climate in which youth-adult relationships are marked by respect and trust. Research has
shown that when school staff feel supported, they are more likely to mirror this behavior with
students.”” Supportive relationships among students and adults create an environment that
facilitates effective learning and helps educators mitigate conflict.’

Short-Term Strategies

Low-cost strategies that can be implemented quickly to create positive relationships with

students are outlined in Table 2.°
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All Adults in the School Building

m Learning all the names of students with whom they have regular contact

m Encouraging and supporting student-led and student-organized school clubs that promote a safe,

welcoming, and accepting school environment

m |dentifying students who are not connected with adults in the building and taking necessary steps to
ensure that they become connected (see Stars Activity sidebar following the table)

m Learning personal aspects of the lives of students with whom there is regular contact (e.g., discussions
about hobbies, sports, family, and other topics students offer to share)

m Communicating high expectations for all students (e.g., asking challenging questions of all students;

expecting high-quality work from all students)

m Modeling politeness and respect in interactions with all students (e.g., smiling at students; making and
expecting eye contact; calling students by name; using “please,” “thank you,” and “excuse me” with students)

m Showing interest in students outside routine interactions (e.g., attending athletic events or providing

support for an extracurricular event or activity)

School Administrators

Classroom Educators and Other Support Staff

m Greeting students at the school door (and by name
when possible), setting a positive tone for the day

m Taking time to meet with all staff associated
with the school, including teachers, building
maintenance, school nurses, counselors,
cafeteria workers, volunteers, bus drivers,
school resource officers, and other adults
serving students in the school setting

m Regularly walking through the school building,
especially during transition times, to talk and
promote caring exchanges

m Removing the use of whistles or other discipline
“props”

m Identifying “safe spaces” for students, such as
counselors' offices or designated classrooms,
where vulnerable youth can receive support from
administrators, teachers, school resource officers,8°
or other school staff

m Addressing students’ needs that are obstacles to
engaging in school (e.g., providing discreet
access to washers/dryers or gently used clothes
or school uniforms so students do not miss
school because they do not have clean clothes)

m Welcoming students as they enter the
classroom

m Holding class meetings during which
students can regularly share their thoughts
and concerns

m Designating time during lunch or after
school when students can come for
academic support, to discuss personal
issues, or merely to interact and
communicate with educators

m Developing shared classroom norms with
students for expected behavior (e.g.,
classroom-based social contracts)

m Being mindful of waiting the same amount
of time for answers from all students, and
ensuring their equal participation in
classroom discussions

m Displaying student work regularly

m Being role models for developing positive
relationships
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As a quick, informal assessment of the quality and depth of relationships among students and adults in

the building, many schools perform an exercise, often called a “stars” activity, in which a chart is created
with every student’s name. Then, all school staff including classroom teachers, support personnel, non-
instructional staff, school safety workers, and other staff engaged with youth are asked to mark (a
checkmark or a star sticker, for example) each student with whom they have a personal connection—
whether it is because they coach the student’s sports team, have met with them one-on-one, engage them
regularly in a class, or simply have had personal conversations with the student. When staff members have
completed the activity, they have a visual depiction of which students are connected and which ones are not.
For those students who lack marks, indicating they are disconnected, staff should discuss why a particular
student may be disengaged and discuss interventions to engage the student.

WELCOME TEAM: RAINIER BEACH HIGH SCHOOL
SEATTLE, WA

Each day, a handful of staff at Rainier Beach High School, a Title | school of approximately 400 students,
spends the first period at the front entrance of the school greeting students who are tardy and helps them
develop a plan for prompt arrival the next day. When students arrive late,®' a member of the team leads
them through a short reflection exercise and discusses how to be on time regularly. Rather than being a
punitive measure, the welcome team’s response provides an opportunity for students to talk about the
reasons for being late, particularly when it happens frequently, and to underscore for them the importance
of punctuality. In addition to serving as a dropout prevention strategy, the process allows the welcome team
to form positive relationships with students and can provide the first level of intervention if a student is
experiencing problems, such as difficulties at home or on the way to school. The welcome team can help
connect students with the services and supports they need.??

Students spend an average of three to five minutes with the welcome team. After speaking with the
student, welcome team members log the tardy and telephone parents or family members to let them know
about the student’s late arrival. If a student is chronically late five times within a two-week period, school
administrators hold an in-depth conference with the student, welcome team members, and the parents/
guardians. This often opens up communication and may help schools identify families in distress that could
use additional school and social service supports.®

Implemented for the first time in the 2012-13 school year, the program helped Rainer High School reduce
tardiness.®* The school also gained valuable information about barriers to students arriving at school on
time, such as public transportation cost and scheduling. The school even set up an automatic wake-up call
for several students who said their morning alarms did not work.
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Long-Term Strategies

Some schools are enabling more extensive and individualized opportunities for educators

and students to foster closer relationships. In these cases, the activities are more time- and
resource-intensive, requiring school leaders to be creative in structuring schedules to promote
these interactions. Some activities will be easier to implement in small schools, but some
aspects may be adapted for large schools as well. A few examples of more formalized ways that
school leaders are supporting student-adult relationships include the following:

m Developing a youth council or leadership team that gives youth a voice in decision
making.

m Reconfiguring existing staffing and schools to create small learning communities
(typically a school-within-a-school configuration) where a group of students (typically
50-200) work closely with a core group of teachers and other adults. Together they
develop a personalized environment where learning is tailored to the needs, interests,
and aspirations of each student. Educators plan together and the curriculum is typically

structured around a theme or unifying principle to add relevance to learning.®

m Enabling students, teachers, and counselors to work together over multiple years, such
as having school counselors advance with the students they serve from freshman to
senior year in high school (see the Student Advisory sidebar).

m Instituting block scheduling, with longer classes that foster greater interaction (e.g.,
students study math, social studies, and foreign language one semester and English/
language arts, science, and an elective the next).

m Assigning all school staff to specific students or groups of students with the goal of
developing positive and supportive relationships.

m Supporting students through difficult transitions, such as the transition into middle and
high school.
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STUDENT ADVISORY: ACADEMY FOR CAREERS IN TELEVISION AND FILM
NEW YORK, NY

The Academy for Careers in Television and Film is a small public high school in New York City serving
approximately 470 students, grades 9-12, in Queens, NY.8 Full-time teachers (including gym teachers,
reading specialists, and other staff) serve as advisors to groups of approximately 14-18 students.®’
Advisors meet once a month to plan advisory class topics and create developmentally appropriate
materials to make group discussions relevant. These materials, such as discussion guides and college
preparation materials, can be used for future groups of students to help reduce advisors’ workload.
Advisors follow students throughout their high school careers.

Advisors meet 4 times a week for 40 minutes to facilitate a range of activities including college and career
preparation, group discussions about current concerns, and independent academic time. Advisors have

a wealth of student information, including current grades, past grades, PSAT/SAT scores, attendance,
lateness to school, lateness to class, tutoring attendance, and other records. They also confer one-on-one
with students at least once a month. Conferences are logged in the Conduct Intervention Communication
(CIC) online database, which includes anecdotal records of all significant conversations with students and all
contact with parents.

The Academy for Careers in Television and Film staff has seen the tremendous impact of the advisory
program on student behavior and attitudes. Students feel more connected to school and more responsible
for their academic progress. The advisory program has helped contribute to the school's average daily
attendance rate, which is among the highest of any unscreened 9-12 NYC public high school,® as well

as its high graduation rate—96.7 percent for the class of 2013.%° Parents have also been pleased with

the advisory program; rather than meeting with all teachers at parent-teacher conferences, parents

attend individualized conferences with their child and the child’s advisor quarterly to discuss the student'’s
academic, social, and emotional progress. Advisors are given narrative reports from each of the child’s
teachers that enable them to facilitate the meetings and discuss the student’s performance in all subject
areas. Advisors maintain constant communication with parents/guardians through phone calls, email
correspondence, and other mechanisms, and have an open-door policy to address any concerns about their
students’ schooling. They can also facilitate meetings with individual teachers as needed.
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SUMMER BRIDGE: CITY HIGH SCHOOL
TUCSON, AZ

Through a federal 21t Century Community Learning Center (CCLC) grant,? City High School, a diverse
public charter school of 200 students, offers a comprehensive summer bridge program for all rising 9™
grade students.”’ The weeklong, full-day program is conducted in partnership with a local community
organization,®? and is free for students, with lunch and transportation provided.

Each day students preview the 9" grade math and English/language arts curricula and teachers discuss
study skills and common challenges. Educators can assess students and tailor academic programs and
supports to their needs. The program includes a school culture orientation where school leaders and
educators engage students in a discussion about the learning environment they want and identify roles each
person can play in creating it. This allows students to start building relationships with teachers, counselors,
administrators, and peers. The Bridge program also offers an opportunity for students to become
acquainted with the technology available at school so they can be prepared when they begin classes, and
introduces new students to the vast array of before- and after-school programming.

Although City High School has not conducted formal evaluations of the program, staff believes that it helps
students make a successful transition to high school and improves cohesion among the 9 grade students.
It has also contributed to greater sustained participation by 9™ grade students than their older peers in
after-school programs.®

Academic Youth Development (AYD) is a research-based program specifically designed to support
students making the transition from middle school to high school, improve their connectedness to

school, and increase the number and diversity of students who succeed in high school science and math
courses.” Summer-Start AYD works with incoming 9" graders to explore and practice activities known to
be associated with success in advanced science and math courses. Through the program, students have
opportunities to strengthen their connections with peers and instructors by sharing their ideas, working
together, and thinking critically about math and science concepts. These skills have been shown to help
students adapt to the high school environment and better understand what is expected of them. As a result
of AYD, students report higher self-confidence and greater feelings of support from peers and educators.®®
Teachers find improved student communication, engagement, and ownership of the learning environment.®
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RECOMMENDATION 2: In partnership with students, develop shared expectations for
behavior, with adults modeling appropriate behavior and communicating expectations
clearly, enforcing them consistently, and applying them equitably.

A schoolwide approach to improving the conditions for learning also recognizes the need to
establish, implement, and monitor shared expectations for students’ and adults’ behavior and
for the consequences if they fail to meet those expectations. The code of conduct is one way
that behavioral expectations for students are conveyed,” but educators need to be sure that
expectations for both students and adults are built into everyday activities and consistently
modeled and reinforced. Students will not feel safe or supported in school if they perceive that
schools’ rules are enforced in an unfair, harsh, or discriminatory manner. Further, students will
not be engaged in school if they feel that they are being singled out for punishment because
of their race, ethnicity, ELL or disability status, socio-economic background, gender, perceived
sexual orientation, or some other characteristic.

Strategies to establish, support, and reinforce behavioral expectations should be reflected in
the school improvement plan. These approaches are considered part of a tiered framework that
organizes interventions into levels of intensity based on student need.

FIGURE 2. MULTI-TIERED FRAMEWORK FOR INTERVENTIONS

Tier 3: Intensive Interventions for
individual students

Tier 2: Targeted Interventions for
select group of students at risk for
behavior/academic problems

Tier 1: Universal Preventions for all Focus of the Conditions for
students implemented schoolwide Learning chapter

Multi-tiered frameworks organize prevention-based strategies that identify at-risk students and
match them with supports and interventions that meet their behavioral and developmental
needs. One example of a multi-tiered framework is Positive Behavioral Interventions and
Supports (PBIS).%® Research has shown that the PBIS framework is effective in reducing the
need for disciplinary action and improving students’ academic, social, emotional, and behavioral
health outcomes.®
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In these frameworks, the universal tier of interventions includes strategies to prevent misbehavior
before it starts by promoting a positive school climate, and specifically establishing, teaching,
and reinforcing behavioral expectations. By creating this type of environment for all students,
relatively few students should require more individualized supports.'®°

Develop Shared Expectations

Schools and teachers should help ensure that students and school staff understand and agree
to work toward meeting schoolwide and classroom behavioral norms and expectations. One
simple strategy that many school leaders have implemented is to begin each school year by
engaging staff and students in a process to identify and discuss rules for appropriate behavior
and commit to being a positive force in the school community. These rules and norms should
be developed for behavior across the school campus, including classrooms, and communal
spaces such as the cafeteria, and extensions of the school campus such as the school bus or
sporting events.

GUIDELINE-BUILDING EXERCISE: DAVIDSON MIDDLE SCHOOL
SAN RAFAEL, CA

Educators at Davidson Middle School recognize that behavioral norms and rules are much more meaningful
if they are co-developed with students. Teachers begin each year by asking students how they want others
to treat them in their classroom. In their homeroom class, groups of students discuss and reach agreement
on three ways they want to feel in class. For example, they may discuss the importance of feeling respected,
supported, and trusted. Group responses are then compiled into a list. The teacher engages students in

a whole-class discussion on identifying behaviors and actions that can engender those feelings. These
actions are framed in the positive and posted in the classroom. They also discuss what should happen if a
student does not experience the three feelings they identified.

When students in subsequent periods come into each classroom during the first day of school, they have
an opportunity to add or subtract from the list of guidelines in each room. The result is a student-developed
list of appropriate behaviors on which everyone agrees. Educators at Davidson have found that this
process helps foster buy-in, encourages students to take responsibility for their behavior, and creates an
environment in which students hold each other accountable for adhering to the agreed-upon behaviors.””!
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Communicate Expectations

Once expectations are established, it is important to communicate them consistently through
positive verbal and nonverbal feedback. “Catching” a student displaying the expected
behaviors and recognizing him or her for it in the classroom and through other school activities
can help build both students’ intrinsic motivation to act appropriately and serve as positive
peer pressure. Educators can easily communicate and reinforce appropriate behavior through
such actions as the following:

m Posting behavioral standards that focus on positive expectations rather than signs
that start with “No”

m Modeling appropriate behaviors

m Ensuring that rule-based signage is translated into languages representing the
diversity of the local school and community

m Re-teaching expectations after long breaks from school or after a major disruptive
event to reset the tone of the learning environment

m Praising appropriate behavior one-on-one or in the class setting and privately
reminding/prompting students to correct inappropriate behavior

m Publicly recognizing appropriate behavior in the context of the whole school (e.g.,
certificates or student-of-the-week awards)

m Contacting family members to tell them about the school’s approach to behavior and
self-management and to share their children’s successes

Students can also exert positive peer pressure to encourage fellow students to follow school
norms and behavioral expectations through ambassador and other student-driven programs.
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The Safe School Ambassadors program is a bystander education program that harnesses the power of
students to prevent and stop bullying and violence.®? To foster positive peer relationships, schools identify
and enlist peer influencers—those students most often turned to for help or advice—to serve as student
leaders and role models. Selected students are trained to help promote positive behavior and watch for
students who may be falling behind or victimized. Peer leaders often also serve on leadership committees
with teachers and other staff to help develop plans for improving school climate and discipline.'%?

Peer leader programs are grounded in research related to bullying that shows positive peer pressure is an
important component of effective intervention. A multi-year evaluation completed in 2011 of the Safe School
Ambassadors (SSA) program, conducted in partnership with Texas State University—San Marcos and the
University of Georgia—Athens, found reports of improved school climate among students involved in SSA.
Students who benefited from the SSA program also reported increased rates of intervention in bullying
incidents by their peers. Suspension rates were 33 percent lower on average than pre-SSA rates at schools
that implemented the program as designed, while rates at demographically matched control schools rose 10
percent during the years studied.®

Consistently Enforce Behavioral Expectations

Educators can establish classroom routines and systems to consistently and equitably enforce
agreed upon behavioral expectations and proactively redirect minor misconduct to prevent it

from escalating. Examples of actions educators can take include the following:

m Remind the class of norms for learning

m Look forcues (e.g., body language or rising noise level) that indicate students may be
moving toward more disruptive or inattentive behavior

m Take a break if students seem to be restless, and have them stretch or move around
the classroom

m Use a calm voice to verbally redirect and remind students of the collective norms that
they created

m Practice appropriate behavior during transitions and classroom interruptions
m Circulate among students continuously throughout the day

m Make eye contact with or move closer to students who are misbehaving

m Provide clear instructions for each activity

m Develop signals and strategies to reorient students when misbehavior starts to
escalate (e.g., flickering the lights)

m Give specific praise when students are behaving appropriately
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Although efforts should focus primarily on preventing misbehavior, schools also need to have
in place a continuum of fair and predictable responses when students act inappropriately.
Corrective measures include the following:

m Taking a student aside privately, to avoid embarrassing him or her, to discuss the
problem behavior and try to understand the factors that led to the behavior

m Prompting students to identify and commit to positive actions that are more
appropriate

m Encouraging students’ self-reflection to examine problem actions and make a written
plan for better choices in the future

m Creating a practice of working out conflicts in a fair way where all perspectives are
heard

m Communicating with parents or guardians about the problem behaviors and
discussing ways in which behavior can be improved

Consequences for misbehavior in which there has been physical or psychological harm caused
to another person should reflect a restorative approach that 1) focuses on repairing that harm
caused by the misconduct, 2) encourages students to take responsibility for their actions, and
3) helps students learn to avoid such behavior in the future.l°

As reiterated as a key goal throughout this report, efforts should be focused on keeping
students in the classroom when possible and exhausting all alternatives before removing

a student from school except when there is a threat to student or staff safety. Consistent
responses should also be commensurate with the seriousness of the misconduct.’®® If a
student must be removed from the school campus, steps should be taken to ensure the
student’s successful reintegration to the home school—assuming that in more serious cases
any safety and victims’ issues can be adequately addressed.

A positive school climate and conditions for learning are clearly undermined when
students feel they are being disciplined differently for the same misconduct as their peers.
Districts and schools must ensure, by carefully examining survey and discipline data and
reviewing individual cases, that particular students or groups of students are not being
disproportionately disciplined.”’

RECOMMENDATION 3: Engage students through instructional practices that are
evidence-based, student-centered, developmentally appropriate, grounded in a real-
world context, and that prepare them to be college and career ready.

Conditions for learning can help generate high levels of student engagement, which is
linked to achieving greater academic success.'®® Research confirms that when schools
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provide academic supports and interesting, hands-on instruction that is tailored to diverse
learning styles, students are less likely to be referred to the office for misconduct or receive

a formal disciplinary action.’®® Students are also less likely to misbehave when instruction

is developmentally appropriate. Students are engaged when they take an active role in the
learning process, find the content interesting and relevant, and have some influence over how
and what they learn." In contrast, schools that lack safe and orderly environments and fail
to tailor instruction are more likely to have students who are not interested in learning, have
poor school attendance, do not perform well by academic measures such as a grades and
tests, and fail to graduate.”

Despite the proven academic and social benefits of interactive and student-centered instruction,
many schools have struggled to adopt these approaches and have met with varying levels of
success. The pressure to ensure that students meet particular academic standards and are
adequately prepared for standardized tests is typically met with more traditional, teacher-led
instruction. Particularly in middle and high schools—where instructional periods are shorter and
there is an immense amount of material to cover—interactive, project-based instruction has
often suffered. In response, some districts are making concerted efforts to embed more active
and student-centered learning in existing curricula, while other administrators and individual
educators are finding creative ways to carve out time for instruction that is more responsive to
students’ distinct developmental needs and interests.

As the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) are being implemented in states across the
country,? educators are seeking ways to ensure that all students have access to high-quality
instruction that engages and challenges them." To master the new academic standards,
students will need a strong base of social and emotional skills that can be demonstrated in
behaviors such as working collaboratively, appreciating different perspectives, disagreeing
respectively, and persevering in solving problems, among others.™ Several states, including
[llinois and Kansas, have adopted Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) standards that align with
the new academic standards and ensure that students develop the capabilities to meet them."
Districts such as Cleveland and Oakland are also integrating SEL standards and techniques

into their response to the Common Core." The development of these social and emotional
competencies is also an important part of establishing conditions necessary for learning.

Short-Term Strategies

School leaders should ensure that educators receive training and support to effectively
incorporate several characteristics of engaging instruction into daily practice."” Table 3
provides some examples of how each characteristic can be demonstrated in the classroom.
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Characteristics

Classroom Strategies

Student choice

m Give students options for their learning experience (e.g., selecting their own research

and voice topics, or what books to read)
Have students generate questions they want answers to and issues they want to explore
Involve students in aspects of curriculum planning (e.g., if curriculum standards
require students to learn and practice writing persuasive essays or speeches, enable
students to select writing topics about which they are particularly passionate)

Meaningful Connect learning to students’ experiences, interests, strengths, and goals

and relevant Help students apply their thinking to real-world events and situations

22 tiEs Highlight current positive role models in the school, community, and national media
that represent marginalized and under-represented groups
Describe how content and skills are or will be relevant and useful in their lives

Peer Give students tasks that require that they work together

collaboration

Vary grouping strategies for students (do not always let students choose their own
partners/teammates)

Monitor peer interactions to ensure that all group members are actively involved

Active
learning

Design lessons that allow students to create, experiment, and present
Create hands-on learning opportunities (e.g., learning about water quality by building
a water purification device)

Provide necessary individual instruction but spend adequate time leading group
discussion and cooperative learning

Higher-order

Engage students in problem solving by asking open-ended questions that encourage

thinking skills self-reflection, reasoning, and dialogue
Guide students on making inferences based on available information
Provide opportunities for students to apply their knowledge or skills to new contexts
(e.g., using knowledge of physics to describe how an acoustic guitar works)
Differentiated Use a variety of approaches to teach (e.g,, digital learning) and assess lessons
instructional (e.g., oral presentations)
strategies Provide individual support when needed without embarrassing students
Offer opportunities for enrichment to enhance the curriculum and accelerate
learning (e.g., English/Language Arts class students conduct a research project on
the author or topic of an assigned book)
Select materials that are age and developmentally appropriate
Meaningful Ask students to explain their thinking, defend their conclusions, and explore alternate
feedback strategies

Prompt or provide hints if students have difficulty responding

Recognize achievement, improvement, and effort, and encourage students to persist
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Long-Term Strategies

Several instructional models have been developed that incorporate the characteristics of
engaging instruction. These schoolwide strategies that are being implemented in schools
across the nation can support active learning and develop students’ critical thinking, problem
solving, and teamwork skills.

m Project-Based Learning
In a project-based learning (PBL) model, students identify challenging problems and
collaboratively work toward their resolution. PBL shifts away from teacher-directed
instruction and emphasizes student-centered projects connecting knowledge to real-
world situations."®

m Work-Based Learning
High-quality work-based learning can help make classroom time more relevant
by providing opportunities for students to apply what they have studied to real-
world situations. Work-based learning can include internships, apprenticeships, job
shadowing, worksite visits, and other partnerships between schools, businesses, and
community organizations. Work-based educational opportunities can often re-engage
students in learning, particularly for youth at risk of dropping out or engaging in risky
behavior. It uses a hands-on approach, a focus on building teamwork and leadership
skills, and opportunities to build supportive relationships.™

m Service Learning
Service learning is a teaching and learning strategy that integrates meaningful
community service with the classroom curriculum, allowing students to connect
academic studies with real-life solutions designed to improve and strengthen
communities. This approach extends beyond merely volunteering; students identify
community needs, research solutions, plan service activities, implement the activities,
and evaluate and reflect on the impact of the experiences.'?

CONDITIONS FOR LEARNING | 59



Expeditionary Learning (EL) is a K-12 nonprofit organization that partners with traditional public school
districts and charter school boards to design and transform schools across the country. EL was created
through a collaboration between the Harvard Graduate School of Education and Outward Bound, USA.
For more than 20 years, EL has been working with new and veteran teachers to combine academic
achievement, character, and high-quality work.

The EL model is characterized by active learning experiences that build academic skills and students’
ownership of their learning; rigorous academic projects connected to real-world issues that meet Common
Core and other state standards; and a culture of learning that builds persistence, collaboration, critical
thinking, problem solving, communication, and independence in every student. EL offers professional
development, coaching, Common Core curriculum, publications, and online tools to support schools in
developing engaging environments.”

Big Picture Learning (BPL) is a nonprofit organization that partners with charter and traditional public high
schools to create and sustain innovative, personalized learning environments that build on the assets of

the larger community.?? High school students work with school-based advisors and field mentors to design
their own individualized learning programs, which include work-based learning through internships and other
real-world experiences that reflect students’ distinct interests. In some cases, the program may include a
blended learning model in which students can earn credit for work completed both in and outside of school,
including some online activities and project-based learning. Common approaches in BPL schools include
the following:

m  Students create their own 10-week learning plan specifying their goals. For example, if the student
is passionate about poetry, the student might pick five poets to study and poetry is incorporated into
lessons that cover all the core subjects.

m Parents are a key part of their child’s education, meeting four times a year with the student and an
advisor to help plan the next 10-week learning plan. Advisors stay with the students throughout high
school.

m  Schools use performance-based assessments such as portfolios, exhibitions, or presentations.

m During the second semester, students spend two days a week in an internship setting, based on an
area of interest. Prior to beginning the internship, students receive professionalism training on
appropriate dress for the workplace, how to make phone calls, and what to expect at a job site.

For more information about this model, see bigpicture.org/.

60 | THE SCHOOL DISCIPLINE CONSENSUS REPORT


http://www.bigpicture.org

RECOMMENDATION 4: Involve family and community members with connections to
the school through regular and meaningful opportunities to participate in school-based
activities and decision making.

Research confirms that regardless of economic, racial, or cultural background, when educators,
parents, families, school partners, and community members work together, there are gains in
student achievement, positive youth development, and appropriate student behavior.® Family
and community involvement in school can take many different forms. The traditional model of
family members volunteering for classroom events or field trips has been greatly expanded in
some schools to include consistent and active involvement in a growing number of schoolwide
decisions and initiatives. The extent to which members of the broader school community

are engaged, however, often depends a great deal on how welcome they feel. Evidence also
suggests that, although family involvement is equally important during middle and high school,
it tends to decline as students get older.'*

Successful school/family/community partnerships are not stand-alone projects or special one-
time programs but are well integrated with the school’s overall mission and goals. Effective
partnerships draw on the talents, strengths, and capacity of the school community to enhance
the learning environment for all students and address the barriers to family engagement.'> It is
easy to rely on and involve the individuals who already regularly show up for school functions
and actively participate in activities. The most promising partnerships make special efforts to
identify and support the engagement of families who feel disempowered, disconnected, and
disengaged.

The following are examples of ways in which schools can effectively engage family members—
particularly parents and guardians.'?®
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Goal

Strategies

Embracing a
philosophy
of shared
power and
responsibility

m Include in important school